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INTRODUCTION 


L recent years a number of evangelical theologians have subjected the 
modern evangelical movement to close scrutiny and found it wanting.’ 
Thinking evangelicals would hardly dispute David Wells’s indictment: 


In entering the mainstream of American cultural life, [evangelicals] were 
brought face to face with the great shaping forces of modern life, and one of 
the immediate casualties was their sense of truth in both private and public 
life. Almost immediately their capacity to think theologically about themselves 


and their world also disappeared.” 


Wells enumerates a number of signs of evangelical capitulation to the 
ways of the world. Christ as personal Savior has less to do with the objective 
truth of what he did than with how a person feels subjectively. Many church 
services have become one huge entertainment, in which there is no mention 
of sin and what is offered as gospel is “the therapeutic model of life.”’ There 
is the “professionalization” of the clergy, evidenced by its impermanence 
and marketability. Ministry is no longer a lifelong calling but another career 
that follows a certain “career path” like any other profession. If it does not 
work out, one moves on to another job." The professional minister must 
have some marketable skills. This means that the focus of theological train- 
ing is no longer on the knowledge of God as an end in itself (what Edward 
Farley calls “theologia”)’ but on “know-how.” Thus it is not uncommon to 
find the modern theological curriculum dominated by practical subjects like 
counseling, church administration and leadership. When ministry is defined 
professionally, there is really nothing left in the ministerial profession that 
distinguishes it from other professions. 
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Preaching finds its echoes in secular teaching and counseling. Evangelism 
finds its echoes in sales. Pastoral counseling finds its echoes in the efforts of 
the case worker. Church ritual finds its echoes in the formal procedures of the 
court and legislature. And the administration of the church programs finds its 


: eer ee 
echoes in the management of countless secular organizations.’ 


Similarly, Mark Noll has noted the failure of evangelicalism to critically 
engage modern culture.’ Noll attributes the intellectual demise of modern 
American evangelicalism to three factors. The first is a revivalism that both 
promoted a new style of leadership focusing on the revivalist and undercut 
the traditional authority of the churches and thus helped to foster “individ- 
ualism and immediatism.”* The second is the separation of church and state. 
The disestablishment of the church meant that each church had to compete 
for members, which in turn necessitated the practice of revivalism, the “free- 
market economy” in church life. This gave great dynamism to church life, 
but it also promoted individualism and a focus on “spiritual matters” apart 
from the intellect. Truth must become “practical.” These two effects resulted 
in the third: a synthesis of Christianity with popular culture in order to sur- 
vive in the marketplace.” 

The tendency to accommodate to popular culture is in fact not new, nor 
is it unique to modern evangelicalism. David Bebbington’s study of evangel- 
icalism in the last two and a half centuries has revealed a similar tendency. 
The “optimism of grace” of the Wesleys and the “reasonable faith” of Philip 
Doddridge reflected the optimistic temper of the Enlightenment.” Similarly, 
the Keswick Movement’s emphasis on the surrender of the will in the culti- 
vation of the “overcoming life” and its appreciation of nature as an avenue 
of divine revelation owed as much to nineteenth-century romanticism as to 
Scripture." One might expect that the holiness movement of this period, 
with its emphasis on not being “of this world,” would have provided the dis- 
tance for a more nuanced critique of the world, but this was not the case. 

That the evangelical movement is recognized to be in crisis cannot be de- 
nied. What we might want to question is how the crisis is being addressed. 
Here, we find that evangelicals have been generally long on analysis and 
critique but short on answers. Noll, for instance, thinks that for evangelical- 
ism to be renewed, it has to change its attitude. “For evangelicalism as a 
whole, not new graduate schools, but an alteration of attitudes is the key to 
promoting a Christian life of the mind.”’” Furthermore, according to Noll, 
many of the distinctives of evangelicalism are not even the essentials of 
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Christianity. In other words, evangelicals are majoring on the peripherals 
rather than on what is central to the Christian faith.” Noll, however, is hope- 
ful that evangelicalism, while stifling the mind, carries within itself the seeds 
of renewing the mind. Its central practice of preaching the “born-again” gos- 
pel entails a doctrine of total transformation of creation. “The scandal of the 
evangelical mind may be addressed by the scandal of the cross.” In a sim- 
ilar vein, Wells thinks that the answer to the theological vacuity of the evan- 
gelical church is to be found in the recovery of truth, not so much truth as 
abstract ideas and propositions as the truth of God’s action in history, carried 
in the gospel concerning the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.” 

While these are significant recommendations, they do not go far enough. 
How are evangelicals to change their attitudes? How are the essentials to be 
recovered? How do we go beyond truths as abstract ideas and propositions? 
I would like to suggest that what evangelicals need is an adequate ecclesi- 
ology if they are to discover resources to deal with the longstanding prob- 
lems that the critics have identified and quite ably analyzed. Attitudes can 
be reshaped only by a strong traditioning community; essentials are discov- 
ered in the Great Tradition of the church—the “one, holy, catholic and ap- 
ostolic” church—that all Christians profess to believe in; and only within a 
church that is catholic and alive are truths traditioned and received as a liv- 
ing faith and not as abstract ideas and propositions. 

Now, many evangelicals are aware of their ecclesiological deficit. In fact, 
one of the recurring criticisms of evangelicalism is that it has no adequate 
ecclesiology. This point was already highlighted in the “Chicago Call” made 
by a group of evangelical theologians as long ago as 1977. Of the eight ar- 
ticles in the call, six deal more or less directly with the church. The first ar- 
ticle is “A Call to Historic Roots and Continuity.” It confesses the failure of 
the modern evangelical churches to recognize the “evangelical impulse” 
present throughout church history in the Eastern Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic churches. This is closely related to the third article, “A Call to 
Creedal Identity,” which among other things reaffirms “the abiding value of 
the great ecumenical creeds and the Reformation confessions.” Articles 5 
and 6 call evangelicals to “sacramental integrity” and “spirituality,” noting the 
importance of the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper and the 
need for a more broad-based spirituality. The “Call to Church Authority” (ar- 
ticle 7) highlights the perennial problem of divisiveness and the need for ac- 
countability to the larger church, while the final article, “A Call to Church 
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Unity,” deplores “the scandalous isolation and separation of Christians from 
one another” and urges evangelicals “to return to the ecumenical concern 
of the Reformers.” The Chicago Call urges evangelicals to focus on a wider 
vision of the church. The resources needed for a vibrant evangelical faith 
are to be found not just in a return to Protestant orthodoxy, as Wells pro- 
posed,“ but in the Great Tradition of the church, which includes patristic 
and medieval resources. 

More recently, in his sequel to No Place for Truth, Wells recognizes the 
need for evangelicals to develop an ecclesiology. Wells speaks of the need 
for “the evangelical church to be the church” and for the church “to be an 
alternative to post-modern culture,”’” yet his book provides no theological 
explanation of what the church is. Wells seems to assume that changing the 
church involves simply changing the people and especially the leaders who 
together make up the community called church. Again, Wells recognizes that 
theology can be nurtured only within the church, “the place where biblical 
”18 The church must be 
bold to speak the truth and not surrender to all the subjective “truths” char- 


knowledge must be learned, developed and applied. 


acteristic of postmodern culture. But how does the church learn “to speak 


1 % 
»2 How does it 


its own language, the language of truth and understanding 
become a “counterculture”? We cannot answer these questions without a 
clear understanding of what the church is. When Wells speaks of the church, 
he seems to mean no more than a group of believers banding together for 
certain God-given tasks and concerns. Ultimately, the church is created by 
the action of those who profess the name of Christ. The church is essentially 
a collectivity. About the closest Wells comes to speaking of the church theo- 
logically is a passage at the end of his God in the Wasteland. The individual 


Christian must be 


embodied in a structure that gives corporate expression to private spirituality, 
in which the lone thread is woven into a fabric. In this sense, the local church 
creates its own Christian culture, its own set of values and ways of looking at 
the world, its own hopes and dreams, which, because they are corporately 


held and practiced, become normative.” 


This is similar to what MacIntyre says about “communal practices.”” But 
such a framework for the church remains essentially sociological. We need 
a theology of the church that gives a sound basis for the individual to be 
embodied in the ecclesial structure. Otherwise the church would just remain 
another social organization, an entity of our own making, or, as in the case 
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of many a modern evangelical church, a community created by the skill of 
the preacher. 

One who has taken evangelical ecclesiology a step further is Donald 
Bloesch.” The sixth volume of his magnum opus, a seven-volume series 
called Christian Foundations, is devoted to the church.” Bloesch quite ob- 
viously is seeking to develop an ecclesiology that takes cognizance of the 
larger Christian tradition, and one of the consequences of this is a greater 
evangelical awareness of the place of the sacrament in the life of the church. 
He upholds its objective character as a means of grace, arguing that the sac- 
rament not only reveals but “confers” grace through the action of the Holy 
Spirit.” He is sympathetic to the Mercersburg theologians such as Philip 
Schaff, to whose memory The Church was dedicated.” He is also generally 
sympathetic to the landmark document of the Faith and Order Commission 
of the World Council of Churches, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry,” but 
would like to add his own caveats. Bloesch is wary of a “sacramentalism” 
that would detract the church from what he perceives to be its central focus: 
the proclamation of the Word.” But when Bloesch speaks of the centrality 
of the Word, what he seems to refer to is the preached word in contrast to 
the sacrament.” Consequently, Bloesch cannot escape the rationalism that 
has dominated Reformed theology since the seventeenth century and that 
culminated in the nineteenth-century Princeton school of theology.” 

This comes through most clearly in Bloesch’s understanding of worship. 
Worship is a “creative response” to God’s self-revelation.”’ The qualifier cre- 
ative is telling; it seems to suggest that worship is largely a human construct, 
something worshipers could do creatively rather than “pathically” by letting 
revelation shape their response.” This is confirmed when we examine 
Bloesch’s recommendation for an evangelical order of worship. One will not 
fail to notice some arbitrariness in the way the order is constructed. For ex- 
ample, Bloesch suggests that the reading of Scripture “may on occasion” in- 
clude the Old Testament, Gospel and Epistle. Is the public reading of Scrip- 
ture simply a matter for us to decide? Is there no theological basis for 
liturgical reading? While preaching is expected to go on every week, Com- 
munion is celebrated once a month, “thereby giving time for the necessary 
inward preparation.”” This seems to be letting a pragmatic rationale dictate 
the frequency of eucharistic celebration. Is this consistent with a theology of 
church as Word and sacrament? 

Underlying Bloesch’s ecclesiology is his singular emphasis on the 
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church’s distinction from Christ rather than both the church’s distinction 
from and its identification with Christ.” Bloesch is concerned that anything 
that suggests identification will “compromise the biblical doctrine of solus 
Christus.”*' A more adequate conception of the church could have been de- 
rived if Bloesch had recognized that the centrality of Christ is not compro- 
mised when the church upholds Word and sacrament equally in its worship, 
because such a worship is centered in Christ as the incarnate Word. In my 
view, Bloesch’s noble effort falls short of the ecclesiology needed for a thor- 
ough evangelical renewal. 

Another evangelical theologian who has subjected evangelical ecclesiol- 
ogy to sustained critique is Stanley Grenz. In my judgment he has come 
much closer than most to the crux of the problem. Grenz notes that the 
evangelical movement is largely a parachurch rather than a church move- 
ment.” The visible form of evangelicalism’s “(non)ecclesiology” is the “vol- 
untary society,” in which the congregation is the ultimate source of author- 
ity.” 
highlight the value of transecclesial fellowship rather than ecclesial struc- 


The “born-again” experience that unites evangelicals has tended to 


tures. This means that what is really important to evangelicals is the “fellow- 
ship of all genuine believers” regardless of which visible churches they 
come from. The visible church thus becomes “soteriologically irrelevant.”” 
In other words, what evangelicals could offer is a docetic ecclesiology 
where the “real” church is perceived as spiritual, inward and invisible and 
has no direct correlation with the visible church. But what evangelicals 
need, according to Grenz, is a “theological ecclesiology” that sees ecclesial 
life as existing in perichoretic union with the triune God through the Spirit. 
This is what gives the church its true mark as the church of Jesus Christ.” It 
is by living within the trinitarian life that the church discovers its “primary 
identity.”” 

My book is, in a sense, a follow-up to Grenz’s proposal, seeking to 
present a vision of the church as an ontological reality and to show that it 
is on the basis of such an ecclesiology that sound ecclesial practices can be 
developed. But why has ecclesiology remained largely undeveloped among 
evangelicals? I think there are at least two historical reasons. One is evan- 
gelicals’ aversion to abuses of power in a hierarchical church, especially 
through the abuse of sacramental grace. Martin Luther’s experience of a cor- 
rupt system looms large in every evangelical’s mind whenever the question 
of church structure is raised. The typical evangelical response is to develop 
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a “free church” type that is free from external control. Free church ecclesi- 
ology has become so much a part of the evangelical culture that it has even 
been set forth as the ecclesiology that is most compatible with evangelical 
spirituality.” Another reason is evangelicals’ historical experience within 
mainline Protestantism. Historically most modern evangelical churches, es- 
pecially in North America, are products of controversies within mainline de- 
nominations that have gone liberal. The deadness of the denominations is 
often associated with “dead liturgy.” The churches that broke free from de- 
nominational restraints also broke free from their liturgical traditions.” We 
have here a case of throwing away the baby with the bathwater. This is 
largely a carryover of the Dissenting tradition, going back to the Puritans.” 
If evangelicalism is to develop a theologically coherent church, it has to 
move beyond its traditional boundaries. It has to recognize, in the words of 
Thomas Howard, that being “evangelical is not enough.” It needs to take 
seriously the proposals in the Chicago Call and even go beyond them. 

I suggest that if evangelicals are to overcome the ecclesiological deficit 
that lies at the heart of the movement, they need to go beyond discussions 
of forms and structures, types of church government and so forth, and 
probe the ontology of the church. This is the focus of chapter one. From 
this ontology we discover that the nature of the church cannot be under- 
stood apart from its calling as a worshiping community. It is through wor- 
ship that the church is decisively shaped as the ecclesial community. That 
is to say, the church that is the creation of the triune God is also formed by 
its action of corporate worship (chapter two). But if the church is to be de- 
finitively formed by its corporate worship, it must discover what are the 
normative components or structure through which worship is concretely 
expressed. This necessitates a consideration of the shape of the liturgy 
(chapter three). In chapter four, the relationship between the liturgy and 
ecclesial formation is further nuanced in light of the postmodern question 
regarding the way church practices form the church. I will argue that the 
practice of the liturgy provides the basis for all other ecclesial practices. 
This chapter provides a transition to the next three chapters, for with them 
it sets out a basic theological framework for understanding the liturgy. 
While they present what I hope is an accurate summary of the meaning of 
the church and its liturgy as found in the larger Christian tradition, my con- 
cern is to highlight those features that have significant bearing on the evan- 
gelical ecclesiological deficit. Thus I have emphasized the ontological na- 
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ture of the church in light of the reductive tendency in evangelicalism. 

Ecclesial renewal, however, cannot be achieved simply through theolog- 
ical arguments and reflection. There must also be an adequate knowledge 
of appropriate liturgical practices. This is the concern of the next three chap- 
ters. Chapter five discusses the practice of initiation as essentially a process 
of training and preparing new converts to become full members of the body 
of Christ. One key feature of this process, also called the catechumenate, is 
to help new converts enter meaningfully into the church’s liturgy. The pro- 
cess culminates in postbaptismal instruction, known as mystagogy. Chapter 
six seeks to deepen worshipers’ understanding and appreciation of the Sun- 
day liturgy. It may be regarded as a further elaboration of mystagogical in- 
struction. Understanding, however, is only one part of liturgical formation. 
If the church is to develop a vibrant liturgical spirituality, it must also con- 
sider the part that worshipers have to play and how the liturgy is to be car- 
ried out. These are the concerns of the final chapter. 

My aim, however, is not to offer practical tips for conducting worship but 
to help evangelicals have a better understanding of these practices so as to 
make meaningful participation possible. One of the reasons many churches 
have abandoned good liturgical practices is a failure to understand why 
these practices developed.“ Sound liturgical practices may not have an im- 
mediate effect on worshipers, but if we know that they are right practices, 
then the absence of any obvious immediate effects should not prompt a 
quest for alternatives with greater crowd appeal. Instead, we should be 
looking for ways to improve the practices. We persevere in them because 
they are true; and the truth not only sets us free from the pressure of false 
demands that the world imposes on the church but also makes us into the 
people we know God wants us to be. 

Finally, a word is in order regarding the approach I have taken. What I 
present here is by no means a fully developed liturgical theology but an out- 
line of what a liturgical theology that evangelicals could meaningfully ap- 
propriate might look like. What emerges may not be to everyone’s liking. 
This is to be expected, considering that even among evangelicals who could 
be described as liturgical in their orientation, a wide range of views is held. 
The Anglican evangelical Christopher Cocksworth identifies a spectrum 
among evangelicals within the Church of England, from those on the right 
“with Reformed theological ideals still high on their agenda” to those on the 
left “with more avant-garde experiments in liturgical or activist directions.” 
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Within this broad spectrum different views regarding the efficacy of the Eu- 
charist are entertained, from those who argue for a more affective role to 
those who advance a more objective or effective role.” Given this range of 
possibilities, I have sought to highlight mostly the points of convergence 
within the Christian liturgical traditions rather than their differences. Simi- 
larly, my critique of evangelical ecclesiology says nothing about the high re- 
gard I have for evangelical Christianity as a whole. Christianity would not be 
the vibrant faith that it is in many parts of the Third World today without the 
evangelical contribution.” If my critique is severe, it is because the tradition 
is worth correcting. 





Part One 


FOUNDATIONS 














THE ONTOLOGY 
OF THE CHURCH 





C rucial to any ecclesiology is the question of how the church is to be 
understood in relation to creation. Is the church to be seen as an instrument 
to accomplish God’s purpose in creation, or is the church the expression of 
God’s ultimate purpose itself? The way we answer this question has far- 
reaching implications. If the church is essentially instrumental, then its basic 
identity can be expressed in terms of its functions: what it must do to fulfill 
God’s larger purpose. But if the church is God’s end in creation, then its ba- 
sic identity can be expressed only in ontological rather than functional 
terms. 

These two conceptions of the church entail their own ways of reading the 
biblical narrative. According to the instrumentalist view of the church, bib- 
lical history should be understood in terms of a linear creation-fall-redemp- 
tion-consummation narrative. This has been the way the unity of the canon 
has been understood throughout much of Christian history and could well 
be called the “standard canonical narrative.”' According to this “standard” 
narrative, God’s ultimate purpose for humanity is shown in his creating hu- 
mankind in his own image and likeness. The content of this image and like- 
ness is usually identified with certain distinctive human qualities like ration- 
ality, eternity and capacity for communion, which give to human beings 
their inherent dignity. The Fall disrupted God’s original purpose, while the 
work of Christ is to redeem the fallen creation and bring to final consumma- 
tion God’s original purpose for creation. 

Within this structure the church broadly conceived as the covenant peo- 
ple of God is seen as a means to fulfilling God’s original purpose in creation. 
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Creation becomes the basis for understanding the nature and role of the 
church. The church is only a subspecies of creation and must discover the 
clue to its identity within the created order. The classic example is H. Rich- 
ard Niebuhr, whose “Christ and culture” typology understands culture as the 
neutral, all-embracing reality (reality sui generis) within which Christians 
must configure their identity in terms of Christ against, Christ of or Christ for 
culture.” Many modern ecclesiologies continue to operate on this Nie- 
buhrian typology. We see this, for instance, in Daniel Hardy’s concept of 
community. While Hardy, as a Christian, recognizes the givenness or divine 
origin of “social transcendentals,” he rejects the gifts of God as primarily ec- 
clesial and opts for a “‘general sociality’ or created sociality present in the 
human condition.” This implies that the church derives its basic identity 
from the larger world. Christian experience becomes only a specification of 
a larger human religious consciousness. 

But in recent times this construal has been subject to sustained critique.“ 
The problem with this narrative is that it tends to treat the bulk of the Old 
Testament as parenthetical material. If God’s original purpose is found in the 
creation account, why is not more said about it? Why did God’s dealings 
with creation as a whole come to a sudden halt after the first eleven chapters 
of Genesis? Why does the Old Testament devote what seems like an inordi- 
nate amount of space to the calling of one man (Abraham), one family Qa- 
cob’s) and one nation Csrael) out of a host of individuals, families and na- 
tions? Such an elaborate narrative seems incongruent with the main storyline 
if the election of Israel is meant only to provide a background for under- 
standing God’s work of restoring creation. 

A better way to conceptualize the Bible’s narrative coherence is to see 
creation as forming the backdrop for God’s elective grace and covenant re- 
lationship rather than vice versa. God created the world in order that he 
might enter into a covenant relationship with humankind. And he accom- 
plishes this with the call of Abraham and culminates his elective purpose in 
Jesus Christ and the church. This covenantal relationship always involves the 
election of a people from among humankind. The purpose is not to consign 
the rest to reprobation (as taught in scholastic Calvinism) but that through 
the elect the rest of humankind might be blessed (Gen 12:3). Creation, then, 
does not express God’s highest intention for the world but should be seen 
as the means by which God’s grace of election could be realized. God has 
always intended his relationship with the world to be a graced relationship, 
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not just a “natural” relationship. Human creatures are meant to be more than 
creatures: they are to be God’s people, living in full knowledge of and rela- 
tionship with God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Sin, however, disrupted this relationship and must be overcome. The rev- 
elation of God in Christ addresses this problem. But Christ’s coming is not 
primarily focused on the sin problem. Even if humans had not sinned, Jesus 
Christ would still have needed to come in the fullness of time, because only 
through that revelation is covenantal relationship realized in the fullest 
measure—as communion with the triune God. This newer “storyline” has 
found support in what is called nonsupersessionism, which sees the church 
of the New Testament as standing in continuity with Israel as the one people 
of God rather than displacing Israel.’ 

Implied in this newer canonical narrative is another way of looking at the 
relationship between the church broadly conceived and creation, and that 
is to see it not as another entity within the larger creation but as prior to 
creation. The church precedes creation in that it is what God has in view 
from all eternity and creation is the means by which God fulfills his eternal 
purpose in time. The church does not exist in order to fix a broken creation; 
rather, creation exists to realize the church. To be sure, the church’s coming 
into being does require the overcoming of sin, but that is quite different 
from saying that the problem of sin is the reason for the church’s being. God 
made the world in order to make the church, not vice versa. Scripture itself 
testifies to the logical priority of the church over creation by referring to the 
church as chosen in Christ before the creation of the world (Eph 1:4), or to 
Christ who was slain before the foundation of the world (Rev 13:8).° The 
world, as Robert Jenson puts it, is the “raw material” from which God will 
bring the church to perfection in Christ.’ The church is not an entity within 
the larger culture but is a culture." 

The church’s priority over creation carries two implications. First, it does 
not have a purely creaturely existence, and second, its basic identity is to be 
found not in what it does but in what it is. This means that only as we probe 
its ontology can we properly understand its true nature and role. The 
church, unlike creation, is not “external” to God but is, as it were, “internal” 
to the life of the triune God (opus ad intra). It is, according to Sergius Bul- 
gakov, a “divine-humanity.” It is a divine-humanity because of its organic 
link with its Head, Christ. This organic unity between Christ the Head with 
his body the church is usually designated by the term totus Christus (the to- 
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tal Christ). It is prior to creation precisely because it is the body of Christ, 
the Second Person of the Trinity, and its historical existence is brought about 
by the action of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit’s presence in the church is by vir- 
tue of its being a divine-humanity.’ Such a presence is different from his 
presence in a world that is purely creaturely (unless creation is conceived 
pantheistically). The theological basis of this understanding of the church 
could not be more succinctly summed up than in the words of Jenson: 
“Christ is personally the second identity of God, and the totus Christus is 
Christ with the church; therefore the church is not in the same way an opus 
ad extra as is the creation, even when it is perfect in God.” 

If the church’s existence is not purely creaturely but a “divine-humanity,” 
then we need to spell out its link with the triune God more precisely if we 
are to understand its true nature and function." For the role or function of 
the church grows out of its ontological status as a divine-humanity. This on- 
tological status is sometimes expressed in the concept of Mother Church, 
made famous by Cyprian: “He who has not the Church for his mother, has 
not God for his Father.” That is to say, the church is our nourishing Mother, 
and we are entirely dependent on her for our existence as Christians. We are 
not saved as individuals first and then incorporated into the church, rather, 
to be a Christian is to be incorporated into the church by baptism and nour- 
ished with the spiritual food of the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist. 
Failure to understand this fact has led to a reduction of the church’s role to 
a largely sociological one of a service provider catering to individual believ- 
ers’ spiritual needs. 

We will explore the church’s ontological relationship with the triune God 
in terms of three biblical images or metaphors: the people of God, body of 
Christ and temple of the Spirit.” 


THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

To call the church the people of God is to recognize that it exists in conti- 
nuity with the ancient covenant people of God, the people of Israel. That 
covenant is summed up in the oft-repeated promise of God throughout the 
Old and New Testaments: “I will be your God and you shall be my people.” 
It is the most comprehensive term that includes even the Israel “after the 
flesh”; that is, even those who are not Abraham’s descendants according to 
faith in Christ continue to be addressed in the New Testament as the people 
of God (Rom 9:1-5; cf. Rom 11:1-2).'? According to Paul in Romans 9—11, 
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what makes the church different from Israel is that it is a people brought 
about by God’s grafting of Gentiles (the wild olive branches) into the natural 
olive tree. In other words, the church did not replace Israel. The existence 
of the church must be understood in terms of its relation to the irrevocable 
election of Israel. This nonsupersessionist view goes against the more com- 
monly held supersessionism, which says that the church supersedes Israel as 
the covenant people of God in order to fulfill the instrumental purpose that 
Israel failed to carry out—to bring redemption to the world.“ 

There are important implications of the two different ways of reading the 
biblical narrative, some of them political and social. (One immediately re- 
calls how a supersessionist view was used by the church to persecute Jews.) 
We will, however, limit ourselves to their theological implications. Douglas 
Harink, in his critique of N. T. Wrights supersessionism, has noted that the 
latter operates on the assumption that Israel’s election was purely instrumen- 
tal, namely, as a means to bring redemption to a fallen creation. Harink 
questions the instrumental understanding of election from such key pas- 
sages as Isaiah 40—55 and Romans 9—11 and presents a convincing case 
that “God’s election of Israel [was] for God’s sake and for Israel’s own sake.” 
“God did not call Abraham in order to deal with the problem of Adam”; on 
the contrary, the biblical narrative is better understood if creation is seen as 
“primarily to provide a world-historical background to the main story, which 
is about Abraham and his descendants.””” 

The nature of the election of Israel is important because it provides a 
theologically coherent account of my earlier assertion that the church is 
prior to creation. It is from the church’s continuity with Israel as the chosen 
people of God that we understand the church’s own election as people of 
God, that is, as God’s “polity” or “public” as opposed to the polities of “this 
world.”"® Lesslie Newbigin describes this as the “logic of election,” that is, 
God’s using a particular “tradition of rational discourse” as an instrument of 
his universal intent.” Wright’s approach, in contrast, presupposes a linear 
creation-fall-redemption narrative and views Israel, the covenant people, as 
the instrument by which the fallen creation is restored. The covenant people 
exist to serve a higher purpose revealed in creation, and this is thought to 
be Paul’s own comprehensive worldview!” But as Harink points out, this is 


a “worldview of late modernity.”” 


If Israel serves only a functional purpose, 
then the church, like ancient Israel, is just as dispensable. The church too 


could be superseded! If the election of the whole people of God is not seen 
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as an end in itself and for God’s sake (“to the praise of God’s glory,” Eph 
1:6, 12, 14), the tendency is to see the church as simply one of a number of 
entities whose legitimacy is to be established solely based on their ability to 
serve a higher, all-transcending goal—a goal largely defined by modern sec- 
ular reason (Niebuhr’s “culture”). Relevance to the world becomes the main 
criterion by which the church defines its raison d’étre. But if the church is a 
divine-humanity, chosen in Christ before the creation of the world,” then its 
raison d’étre is not derived from the world; instead, the world must derive 
its raison d’étre from the church, by dying to itself and being reborn into the 
polity of the church. This is the significance of Christian baptism, of which 
I shall have more to say later. 

There is another aspect of the biblical narrative of Israel’s election that is 
significant for our understanding of the church as the people of God. To rec- 
ognize the church as the people of God is to recognize a people with a his- 
tory—a history of ups and downs, of successes and failures. It is to recog- 
nize that the church is a pilgrim church, a church on the way, a church that 
has not quite arrived. Against this backdrop of a church with a checkered 
history runs a parallel idea that within such a church there exists a smaller 
group of true and faithful people: the remnant. In Romans 9—10 Paul argues 
that the “hardening” of Israel was part of God’s elective purpose, so that 
Gentiles may be grafted into the one natural olive tree. This hardening does 
not mean the rejection of Israel, which is still “God’s people” (Rom 11:1-2). 
The proof of its acceptance is the existence of the remnant themselves, who 
are not to be understood as the few “true and faithful” as opposed to the 
masses who are lost but are, rather, “the representative part of the whole, 
the very means by which the whole of Israel (including the hardened por- 


tion) is already made holy.”” 


Mutatis mutandis, the church as God’s people 
is always a mixed body (corpus mixtum) made up of genuine believers and 
unbelievers until the final Eschaton.” This understanding has had a long tra- 
dition in the church since the Donatist controversy. Against this, the impulse 
toward a “pure” church consisting only of the remnant has always been 
strong in the free church tradition that many modern evangelicals share.” 
But it represents a failure to appreciate the sovereign work of God in elec- 
tion—that is, the objectivity of the church. Instead it presupposes that the 
success or failure of the church is ultimately dependent on human effort. 
The people of God are a “peculiar people,” chosen by God from eternity 
and distinguished by their “core practices,” or what is traditionally called 
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“the marks of the church.” These marks are variously conceived. For John 
Calvin, the marks of the church are Word and sacrament.” For Luther, they 
are the Word of God, baptism, Holy Communion, church discipline, church 
office, worship and discipleship.” In sum, the people of God are distin- 
guished by their faith in Jesus Christ, and the unique quality of their com- 
munity by faithfulness to that gospel.” In whatever ways the marks are con- 
ceived, the people’s basic identity is shaped by certain practices that make 
them into a community that is “not of this world”; they become “resident 
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aliens” and “a community of character.” David Yeago sums up the nature 


of this ecclesial community: 


[It] would have a distinctive and living communal culture, with its roots in Is- 
raelite narrative, gospel story, sacramental practice and the liturgical drama, a 
communal culture with at least sufficient density that converts and children 
would actually need a serious initiation into it. It would not achieve moral per- 
fection, nor escape ethical confusion, but it would have its own distinctive 
ethos, shaped by its identity-defining stories, with its own definitions of the 
virtues and its own “take” on the structure of moral questions. In its evangeli- 
zation, it would not plead with people to find room for faith in their lives; it 
would invite them to leave home socio-culturally speaking like Abraham of 
old, and be given new lives in a new country, in the assembly of the Messiah, 
the public order of the heavenly city. In so doing, moreover, it would neces- 
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sarily rediscover what “conversion” is and what “catechesis” means. 


Yeago’s description of the ecclesial community will show, as we shall see, 
how important the Christian liturgy is in shaping that community. 


THE BODY OF CHRIST 

If the church is the divine-humanity, what is the ontological basis of such a 
reality? The church is the divine-humanity by virtue of its being the body of 
Christ. The expression body of Christ is more than a metaphor for some in- 
timate social dynamic between Christ and his church. It is an ontological re- 
ality, as Christ is ontologically real. Thus Lutheran theologian Anders Nygren 
could write, “The Church is Christ as he is present among and meets us upon 
earth after his resurrection. . . . Christ is present in his Church through his 
Word and sacrament, and the Church is, in its essence, nothing other than 


this presence of Christ.””” 


Or, as Gustaf Aulén puts it, “The church exists in 
and through Christ. Just as the church cannot be conceived of without 


Christ, so neither can we think of Kyrios-Christus without his dominion and 
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the connection with that fellowship which belongs to him... . Christ bas 
become embodied in his church.”*' Geoffrey Preston sums it up most suc- 
cinctly: “The relation of the Church to Christ is not ‘like’ that of a man’s body 
to the man himself. It is that of Christ’s body to the Lord Himself.”*” Between 
the ascension and the parousia the church is the embodied Christ for the 
world. It is in this sense that Christ could be said to be “bodily” present for 
the world. “That the church is the body of Christ, in Paul’s and our sense, 
means that she is the object in the world as which the risen Christ is an ob- 
ject for the world, an available something as which Christ is there to be ad- 
dressed and grasped.”” 

This ontological reality is designated by the term the total Christ, made 
up of head and members (totus Christus caput et membra). The church 
could therefore be said to be an extension of Christ, the way, the truth and 
the life, on earth.” Yet we must not so conceive of the church’s identity with 
Christ as to deny that the church is also not Christ but distinct from Christ. 
Robert Jenson clarifies the distinction between identity and separation in 
terms of the church as “community” and “association,” respectively. In the 
former the church is the “object-Christ” for the world; in the latter it is con- 
fronted by the same and subject to his correction.” 

To conceive of the church is this manner usually makes evangelicals ner- 
vous.” There is the fear that to affirm the church’s identification with Christ 
would give too much power to the church, and evangelicals for historical 
reasons are wary of such things as church hierarchy and, worse, a theolog- 
ically sanctioned hierarchy. There is also a nagging suspicion that such a 
concept is a product of church traditions and has nothing to do with Scrip- 
ture. But the question whether the church should be understood as a divine- 
humanity or as essentially a social organization has less to do with herme- 
neutics as with one’s preunderstanding or worldview. The issue concerns 
boundary principles by which we seek to make sense of Scripture. If we ac- 
cept the idea that the church is only a way of organizing ourselves, then all 
biblical descriptions about the church are likely to be understood as meta- 
phorical descriptions of social realities—for example, sacraments are noth- 
ing but a “memorial” of what Jesus Christ has done for our redemption. But 
if we believe that the church is a transcendent reality, then we need to probe 
the biblical descriptions more thoroughly and discover their deeper impli- 
cations. Given a historical tendency within evangelicalism to accommodate 
itself to the spirit of the times,” what appears to be the “obvious meaning 
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of Scripture” may in fact be a result of implicit acceptance of the reigning 
“plausibility structure,” namely, the secular assumptions of a post-Enlighten- 
ment age.” Acknowledging the church in its spiritual-ontological dimension 
without diminishing its sociological dimension, however, gives us access to 
spiritual resources to deal with the problems that plague the modern church. 
One of the consequences of affirming the ontological relationship be- 
tween Christ and the church is the way communion is understood. The 
church is a communion because members are incorporated into the body of 
Christ; and the church becomes the one body of Christ by eating and drink- 
ing the body and blood of Christ. Long before Ludwig Feuerbach popular- 
ized the saying “You are what you eat,” the church fathers understood this 
principle with respect to the Eucharist. In an Easter sermon addressed to the 
newly baptized who had just partaken of Holy Communion for the first time, 
Augustine tells them that in receiving the bread and wine, “you are your- 
selves what you receive.” And what they are receiving is the reality that 
makes them into members of the one body of Christ. In an embellished ty- 
pology, Augustine shows how the baptized are made into the one body: 


In this loaf of bread you are given clearly to understand how much you should 
love unity. I mean, was that loaf made from one grain? Weren’t there many 
grains of wheat? But before they came into the loaf they were all separate; they 
were joined together by means of water after a certain amount of pounding 
and crushing. Unless wheat is ground, after all, and moistened with water, it 
can’t possibly get into this shape which is called bread. In the same way you 
too were being ground and pounded, as it were, by the humiliation of fasting 
and the sacrament of exorcism. Then came baptism and you were, in a man- 
ner of speaking, moistened with water in order to be shaped into bread. But 
it’s not yet without fire to bake it. So what does fire represent? That’s the 
chrism, the anointing. Oil, the fire-feeder, you see, is the sacrament of the Holy 


Spirit.” 


In sum, ecclesial communion is first and foremost an essentially eucha- 
ristic communion.“ When the church is understood as essentially commun- 
ion in and of the body of Christ, the primary focus of the ecclesial life is not 
church hierarchy but koinonia characterized by agape“' Far from opening 
the door to the reintroduction of “priestcraft” into the church, communion- 
eucharistic ecclesiology subverts that possibility by giving to church hierar- 
chy and orders a subservient role. As Sergius Bulgakov puts it, “First the 
church, then the hierarchy, not vice versa. As the body of Christ and the tem- 
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ple of the Holy Spirit, the Church is the fullness from which hierarchical min- 


: 42 
istry emanates.” 


Communion ecclesiology is less likely to result in a situa- 
tion that we find in many an independent megachurch: the dependence of 
the church on a single charismatic leader. 

A second consequence of understanding the church as ontologically 
linked to Christ its Head is the way we understand the Christian tradition. 
For many evangelicals, tradition is only the human interpretations of Scrip- 
ture at best or unbiblical accretions that distort Scripture at worst. The only 
real value of tradition is pedagogical: the past might offer us lessons on how 
we should or should not do things now; studying Christian history may yield 
some positive lessons or, more likely, negative ones. In fact, relying too 
much on our forebears might even have a harmful effect on present theo- 
logical endeavors. The former president of Dallas Theological Seminary, 
Lewis Sperry Chafer, speaks for many evangelicals at the popular level: “The 
very fact that I did not study a prescribed course in theology made it possi- 
ble for me to approach the subject with an unprejudiced mind and to be 


” 


concerned only with what the Bible actually teaches.” If Scripture is the 
sole and sufficient rule of faith and practice, one needs to refer only and 
directly to Scripture, without recourse to tradition. In short, evangelicalism 
accepts an ahistorical view of the church supported by an ahistorical view 
of Scripture, cut off from tradition.“ As a result, the church is constantly be- 
ing created by one’s own action in the here and now on the basis of a Bible 
viewed as a deposit of propositional truths and timeless principles that can 
be transposed into any time and situation.” 

Tradition, however, is a dynamic process. Alasdair MacIntyre has given a 
helpful definition of the nature of tradition: 


A tradition is an argument extended through time in which certain fundamen- 
tal agreements are defined and redefined in terms of two kinds of conflict: 
those with critics and enemies external to the tradition who reject all or at least 
key parts of those fundamental agreements, and those internal, interpretative 
debates through which the meaning and rationale of the fundamental agree- 
ments come to be expressed and by whose progress a tradition is consti- 
tuted.“ 


Tradition is an ongoing coherent process (“an argument”) in which cer- 
tain core values of a community (“fundamental agreements”) are advanced 
through debates with critics from outside and interpretive refinements from 
within. Like a person whose history and memory shape his or her identity, 
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the church as the body of Christ cannot be understood apart from its history 
and collective memory of Jesus Christ. Tradition is the means by which the 
church understands its true identity. We can make sense of what the church 
is now only because it exists in historical continuity with the church then. 
To repudiate that historical link is to put our own identification with the 
“one, holy, catholic and apostolic” church into serious doubt. Baptist theo- 
logian D. H. Williams puts this question to “suspicious Protestants”: 


How can any church today claim a connection with the apostolic era when it 
has remained ignorant of and often rejected in practice the church age which 
followed the apostles and which was the critical period for the very formation 
of the New Testament, for the propounding of the doctrines of Christ and the 
Trinity, for the confessions of redemption and eternal hope—in short, for the 


development of what it is to think and live as an orthodox Christian?” 


The New Testament was itself the result of more than three centuries of 
church life, reflections and discussion in councils. How can we accept the 
New Testament and reject that very process in the church that “canonizes” 
it? Without tradition, the present-day church cannot legitimately claim to be 
in line with the New Testament—sola Scriptura notwithstanding. Without 
anchoring itself within the living and continuing tradition, the modern 
church will have no long-term collective memory, and therefore no self- 
identity, that will enable it to judge the novelties and fleeting fashions of the 
day in light of the enduring truth of Scripture which it purports to uphold. 
In fact, in the repudiation of its own past, the gospel of Jesus Christ that 
should give the church its coherent life story is reduced to disjointed 
snippets. The integrity and wholeness of the gospel—the gospel that 
gives evangelicals their name and basic identity in the first place— 
becomes fragmented into gospels of easy believism, health and wealth, 
and self-gratification. 

In short, if the church is the living body of Christ ontologically linked to 
the Head, then tradition is the life of the “embodied Christ” through time. If 
Christ is the Truth, then tradition is the extension of the Truth, the progres- 
sive actualizing of the Truth through time until it reaches its eschatological 
fulfillment. But How is the church linked to Christ? The answer is found in 
the third image of the church. 


THE TEMPLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 


The church as the temple of the Spirit in a most decisive way completes the 
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other two images as people of God and body of Christ. If the church as the 
people of God are distinguished by certain “marks” or “core practices” as 
noted earlier, the church as the temple of the Spirit reminds us that these 
practices are not our own invention but are “the Spirits concrete works 
through which he fulfills his own sanctifying mission in the triune economy 
of salvation.” The “marks,” according to Luther, are “holy possessions 
whereby the Holy Spirit effects in us a daily sanctification and vivification in 
Christ.”” It is the Spirit that makes these distinctive practices possible—prac- 
tices that form the church. If the church is the body of Christ, a divine- 
humanity grounded in the narrative of the triune God, the Spirit’s relation to 
the church explains how this body is constituted as a vibrant communion. 
It is the Spirit that links the church to Christ the Head, making it the body 
of Christ, the totus Christus.” 

Again, if the church as the body of Christ is the extension of Christ the 
Truth and the embodiment of the true Tradition (which is Christ himself, the 
first Tradition sent from the Father), the church as the temple of the Spirit 
explains how this tradition is alive and moving inexorably toward its ap- 
pointed End.” In other words, to speak of the church as temple of the Spirit 
is also to recognize its essentially eschatological character, since the Spirit is 
the Spirit of the “last days.” This eschatological dimension of church is usu- 
ally carried by another image: the pilgrim church. The church is constantly 
on the move, in need of being transformed by the Spirit until it is completely 
restored at the consummation of the age. As the Vatican H document on the 
church puts it: 


The promised restoration which we are awaiting has already begun in Christ, 
is carried forward in the mission of the Holy Spirit, and through Him continues 
in the Church. There we learn through faith the meaning, too, of our temporal 
life, as we perform, with hope of good things to come, the task committed to 
us in this world by the Father, and work out our salvation (cf. Phil. 2:12). 


The key to understanding the Spirit in the church is to see the Spirit in 
his own right as the Third Person of the Trinity. Jenson points out that the 
basic pneumatological problem today is the distinct identity of the Spirit as 
the Third Person. The Western tradition has suffered from a “pneumatolog- 
ical deficit” by defining the Spirit almost exclusively in terms of the relation, 
that is, the bond of love between the Father and the Son, so that the personal 
relation of the Spirit to the Father and Son does not come through. The I- 
Thou refers exclusively to the Father-Son relationship and does not include 
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the Spirit’s relation to the Son and Father.” 

The reason the Spirit’s identity as Third Person is not fully appreciated is 
that the trinitarian life is understood in terms of “relation of origin” rather 
than in terms of the End. The Father’s identity is clearly distinguished as the 
One “without origin.” The Son too stands over against the Father in the in- 
carnation. But the Spirit as Person, while acknowledged, does not distin- 
guish himself in relation to either the Father or to the Son.” 

Where then do we see the Spirit as Third Person? According to Jenson, 
following Wolfhart Pannenberg, it is when he is seen in relation to the es- 
chaton, from his being sent by the Father “in my QJesus’) name,” which in- 
augurates the last days. “Scripture knows various active relations between 
the Spirit as whom God is future to himself, and the Father and the Son 
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whose future he is.””” 


It is in relation to the future that the Spirit as Third 
Person is clearly seen. The gospel story continues with the coming of the 
Spirit upon the church at Pentecost and the Spirit’s continuing leading of the 
church into the future toward the consummation. The Spirits coming con- 
stitutes the church by uniting the church to its Head, making it the body of 
Christ. “The Spirit finds his T in the Son just insofar as the Son is the totus 
Christus, insofar as the Son includes and is included in his community.” 

This construction of the Spirit’s role in the church is extremely crucial, be- 
cause it not only reveals the distinctiveness of the Spirit as Third Person but 
also reveals the intimate connection between the Spirit and the church. It is 
in relation to the church as totus Christus that the Spirit as Third Person 
comes to his own. 

The Pentecost event. This brings us to a reconsideration of the nature of 
the Pentecost event. Pentecost has been usually understood as the event that 
empowers the church to continue the work that Christ left for it to do after 
his ascension. In other words, it is essentially the extension of Christ’s mis- 
sion on earth. What is often not recognized is that the coming of the Spirit 
into the church introduces something new that is not just an extension of 
Christ’s mission on earth. Jenson notes the distinctive Eastern contribution 
to the discussion on this point: “Pentecost is an ‘intervention of the Holy 
Trinity’ that is ‘new’ over against the Resurrection and ‘issues from the third 
”? Pentecost is the birth of the 
church not as the people of God but as the body of Christ and temple of 


Person of the Trinity’ in his own identity. 


the Spirit.” The church, in Peter Brunner’s words, becomes the “epiphany 
of the crucified body of Christ on earth.” The church as the body of Christ 
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could not have existed while Jesus was still bodily present on earth. It is as 
the believers are filled with the Spirit that they are constituted as the body 
of Christ and replace the earthly Christ, giving to “the body of Jesus, the 
pneumatic derestriction, the pneumatic presence, through which He reaches 
out to the individual and integrates him into Himself in a pneumatic and yet 
concretely historical event.” 

The newness of the Pentecost event is seen in a church whose commun- 
ion is marked by an unprecedented characteristic. Earlier I quoted the pic- 
turesque language of Augustine when he describes communion in the body 
of Christ as dough not just knit together with the water of baptism but baked 
by the fire of the Spirit before it could become “one loaf.” The Spirit effects 
a communion that is concrete and universal in scope. The record of Acts 2 
tells us that on the day of Pentecost the Spirit came and filled all who were 
present and they began to speak in other tongues (Acts 2:4). The Spirit was 
indeed poured out on “all flesh”: sons and daughters, young and old, men- 
servants and maidservants (Acts 2:17-18). Yet, the “all flesh” spoke many dif- 
ferent languages that could be understood by those present in Jerusalem.” 
Unlike the Tower of Babel, where human beings trying to build their own 
“church” by a united effort brought confusion and division,” the Pentecost 
event unites people speaking many different tongues into one body. Mem- 
bers of this body thereafter “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). 
The Spirit has created a community that is truly catholic, transcending all 
ethnic, cultural and social barriers. It is a communion in which real diversity 
exists side by side with real unity, a communion that could truly be called 
a body with many different parts (1 Cor 12:12-31). 

Paul’s use of the analogy of the body with many different parts to explain 
how the charismata should be exercised in the church highlights another 
aspect of the Spirit as Third Person. The Spirit is distinguished as the Third 
Person not only as the gift from the Father that the risen Christ “poured out” 
on the church (Acts 2:33) but also as the giver of gifts (1 Cor 12:7-11), mak- 
ing the whole church a charismatic community. It is largely to the credit of 
Pentecostals that this dimension of the Spirit’s work in the church is now 
receiving the attention it deserves. Unfortunately, sometimes charismatics 
are so fixated on the Spirit that the Third Person is in danger of becoming 
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isolated from the Father and the Son.” The reason is their failure to locate 


the Spirit in ecclesiology, and the result is not charismata but charismania. 
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The living Tradition. If, as noted above, the church as the body of Christ 
“í then the truth as embodied in the 
church indwelled by the Spirit is not merely a bare repetition of the truth of 


is the extension of Christ the Truth, 


Christ. It is the truth that is ongoing, dynamic and developing on account of 
the distinctive work of the Spirit. The Spirit who is the anticipation of the 
End keeps the church constantly on the move. The Spirit is the Spirit of 
truth, who embodies the Truth in the church as well as guides the church 
into all truth—to Christ himself (in 14:26).° The Spirit is also the Spirit of 
life, so that the truth is not a static deposit or some timeless proposition but 
the living Tradition, the life of the Spirit in the church. He is also the Spirit 
of the eschaton, the one who anticipates and opens the way to the End, who 
reveals something of the end to us now as a “foretaste” and who guarantees 
the church’s fulfillment of its intended end. If Christ is the way, the truth and 
the life objectively considered, the Spirit is the subjective embodiment of the 
way, the truth and the life in the church which is the embodied Christ. To 
speak of the Spirit in such a manner is to recognize that the church as the 
living Tradition embodies a living and developing dogma” and, at the same 
time, that the development of dogma does not lead the church astray (as 
evangelicals fear) but follows the trajectory set by the gospel events: Christ’s 
life — death — resurrection —> ascension — Pentecost —> parousia. 

The progress of dogma has the character of a plot, the ongoing story of 
God’s action in the world, and the story of the church is part of that devel- 
opment. But what is the church’s story? It is the story centering in the Third 
Person of the Trinity: the sending of the Spirit. The coming of the Spirit, as 
noted earlier, constitutes the church by uniting the body to the Head. In this 
very act, as Jenson puts it, the “Spirit frees an actual human community from 
merely historical determinisms, to be apt to be united with the Son and thus 
to be the gateway of creation’s translation into God.” The story of the 
church, therefore, could be said to be the story of the Spirit in the church. 


6) 


In this sense, the church could be called “the public of the Spirit.” The gos- 


pel that the church embodies and proclaims is public truth.” 


This is why 
Pentecost is so vital to the continuing growth of the Christian story. Without 
telling the story of the church, which is the story of the Spirit in the church, 
we have an incomplete gospel. 

Herein lies the main weakness in Protestant and evangelical theology: it 
terminates the gospel story at the resurrection and ascension, so that the 


church is seen solely as the agent to retell or restate a story that ended with 


36 LITURGICAL THEOLOGY 


Christ’s resurrection. Protestantism has no sense of the continuation of the 
gospel into ecclesiology and pneumatology. When it comes to understand- 
ing the church, sociology takes over. As for the Spirit, he is seen as essen- 
tially One who helps the church to carry out some extrinsic task, even if it 
is conceived as a divine task, such as evangelism. If the Spirit is linked to 
the church in any way, it is to the invisible church, such as in the Spirit’s 
bringing spiritual rebirth to individuals. The visible church is largely defined 
sociologically, while the “real” church cannot be identified with anything 
visible. Such an ecclesiology could only be described as docetic. 

Against such a view, we need to see ecclesiology as an intrinsic part of 
the doctrine of the gospel of Jesus Christ, not an administrative arrangement 
for the sake of securing practical results. The story of the church is what it 
is because it is the story of the Spirit who constitutes it, the continuation of 
the triune economy of salvation. Ecclesiology and pneumatology therefore 
cannot be separated. Spirit and church constitute the third article of the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.” In fact, it could be argued that the creed 
in its present form does not keep Spirit and church close enough together. 
In some earlier confessions and catechisms, the confession of the faithful is 
in the form of “I believe in the Holy Spirit in the Holy Catholic Church.”” 
Their close relationship can also be seen when we examine the affirmation 
concerning the church: “We believe in the one holy, catholic and apostolic 
church.” The one church is one precisely because it is united to Christ the 
Head by the one Spirit who indwells it, making it the one temple of the Spirit 
and the one body of Christ. The church is holy precisely because it is the 
temple indwelled by the Holy Spirit. The church is apostolic precisely be- 
cause the Spirit guides it into all truth and preserves it from error by binding 
it diachronically to the apostles in an unbroken succession. 

The eschatological tension. Through the Spirit, the church is taken up into 
the triune narrative, which will find its fulfillment at the parousia. Since the 
Spirit’s coming inaugurates the “last days,” the church exists in a kind of in- 
terim commonly described as the “already and not yet.” This dialectic itself 
defines the distinctive nature of the Spirit’s work in the church. “Pentecost 
is the Spirit’s particular personal initiative to delay the Parousia: when the 
Spirit descends eschatologically yet without raising all the dead and ending 
this age, the time for the church is opened.””” Douglas Farrow characterizes 
this period in which the “already-not yet” tension is held in perfect balance 
as the “ascension-parousia differential.””’ Between the ascension and the pa- 
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rousia Christ is not physically present, but he is present eucharistically 
through the presence of the Spirit. This is the unique ministry of the Spirit 
in the church age. The church at present is sustained by this eucharistic pres- 
ence of Christ. This is why the Eucharist is so central to the liturgy of the 
church and the invocation of the Spirit is most particularly connected with 
the celebration of the Eucharist. 

The real work of the Spirit is his work in the church. Only within the ec- 
clesial context is the Spirit as the “firstfruits” of the new creation actualized. 
This actualization takes place in the Eucharist, where the “already” and the 
“not yet” are held together. In the eucharistic worship of the church, the 
Spirit actualizes the past through remembrance (anamnesis) and anticipates 
the future (prolepsis) when created things are transfigured (or “transubstan- 
tiated,” if you like). In this anticipation, something of the future—a fore- 
taste—is realized as the Father is “called upon” (Greek epiclesis) to send the 
Holy Spirit in the Eucharist.” Anamnésis and prolepsis are the two poles held 
together in the present as the church invokes the Spirit’s presence in its eu- 
charistic celebration. Or, putting it another way, the church remembers 
Christ and appropriates the benefits of his redemption through the Spirit. 
But the experience of “feeding on Christ to life eternal” anticipates the future 
and is also a foretaste of the future: the marriage supper of the Lamb, the 
healing of a broken creation, reconciliation and face-to-face communion. 
The Eucharist is where the past and the future are effectively brought to- 
gether in the present through the epiclesis. We may say, then, that the epi- 
clesis represents the most distinctive mark of ecclesial existence between the 
ascension and the parousia. That is to say, ecclesial existence is character- 
ized chiefly by the church’s calling for the coming of the Spirit as the arra- 
bon (the foretaste or pledge) of the new creation. This is the only proper 
way to understand the relationship between the Spirit and the church: ec- 
clesiology is essentially pneumatological and charismatic, and pneumatol- 
ogy is essentially ecclesial. 

Without a proper conjunction of Spirit and church, however, the ten- 
dency is to resolve the already-not yet tension in favor of one or the other. 
This is exactly what we see in modern evangelicalism. Traditionally, evan- 
gelicals profess belief in the supernatural, but in their day-to-day existence 
the “scientific worldview” prevails. It is a two-tiered world in which the su- 
pernatural and natural realms are kept in separate compartments. The su- 
pernatural is effectively excluded from the ordinary world. Using a term 
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from formal logic, missiologist Paul Hiebert calls it the “flaw of the excluded 
middle.”” In more recent times, however, some evangelicals—the “Third 
Wavers” or the signs-and-wonders advocates—have swung to the opposite 
extreme. Before they saw nothing supernatural in the world, but now they 
see nothing else.” 

Why do evangelicals have this tendency to swing from one extreme to 
another while acknowledging in theory the need to maintain the eschato- 
logical tension? Why do they end up with either “futurist dispensationalism” 
and cessationism on one extreme or a kingdom-now theology on the 


YER 
other? 


The reason is that evangelicalism does not take into account the ec- 
clesial and, more specifically, the eucharistic context of its supernaturalism. 
Earlier I noted Mark Noll’s belief that the “supernaturalism” inherent in evan- 
gelicalism—that God can transform the soul through the cross—is also the 
hope of the movement, in that it opens up the possibility of its own trans- 
formation, the creation of an “evangelical mind.” But this supernaturalism 
itself is not adequate if it is understood to apply only to individuals and not 
interpreted within the ecclesial context, more specifically, within the context 
of the church’s eucharistic celebration. For it is in the eucharistic celebration 
itself that the already-not yet tension is actually upheld by the whole church 
as it invokes the Spirit as arrabon. 

Evangelicalism has a strong ontology of the person but not an ontology of 
the church. Without an ontology of the church, the relationship between Spirit 
and church cannot be understood ontologically either. The real work of the 
Spirit is assumed to occur only in the individual and not in the church. As a 
result, the transformation of individuals will have only marginal impact on the 
whole communal life. Individuals with their particular temperaments and lim- 
ited perspectives will not be able to maintain the eschatological tension. It is 
as members of the body of Christ, “members of one another,” that each dis- 
covers his or her part in relation to the whole church. The church is more than 
the sum of its parts and transcends the parts. In the Eucharist it becomes that 
whole, and as church—the totus Christus—it is able to uphold the tension 
through both anamnesis and prolepsis in the power of the Spirit. 

Perhaps an example would be useful to clarify the above point. Scott 
Peck in People of the Lie has shown us how structural evil affects the way 
individuals behave.” As a person, one may actually be quite moral, but as 
part of a system, one’s behavior could become quite unconscionable. One 
starts to absolve questionable actions with such excuses as “under orders,” 
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“company policy” and the like. Systems do shape our values either for good 
or for evil. If that is the case, the church as a structure of truth will have a 
deep impact on its members. 

Recognizing that the church is more than the sum of its individual mem- 
bers, that its head is Christ the Truth, that it is energized by the Spirit of Truth 
and that it is given spiritual resources to advance the Truth, we see a “struc- 
ture of Truth” that can decisively shape the individuals within it. It is not 
enough to work from the bottom up, that is, to change structures by chang- 
ing individuals,” we should be working from the top down, that is, by being 
open to the Spirit’s working “epicletically” in the body. This means being 
faithful to what the church is called to be: a worshiping community feeding 
on spiritual food and drink to become a spiritual body. 

But instead of trusting in and being faithful to what the Spirit is doing in 
the church, some have devised marketing techniques to commend a pop 
version of the Christian faith to its uncultured despisers. They dumb down 
worship to make it “seeker friendly” and congratulate themselves for suc- 
cessfully bringing in a crowd. Or they devise spiritual techniques to control 
the Spirit, as some Third Wavers have done. These are strategies that Jesus 
himself would have nothing to do with. When one crowd of people had 
eaten free bread and fish, they decided to make him king. Perhaps they 
thought that making Jesus their king would ensure a continuous supply of 
bread and fish and oblige him to perform more miracles. But Jesus thought 
differently; he withdrew himself from them (Jn 6:15). 


THE SPIRIT’S MISSION IN THE CHURCH 

This brings us to the nature of the church’s mission. In light of the unbreak- 
able link between the Spirit and the church, the mission of the church could 
be summed up as nothing but the mission of the Spirit in the church. The 
church’s very existence could be described as the Spirit’s constantly pushing 
the body of Christ forward toward the parousia, the final fulfillment. That is 
part of the character of the Spirit in the church beginning at Pentecost. His 
coming creates the “ascension-parousia differential,” a period characterized 
as “the last days” in Peter’s sermon at Pentecost (Acts 2:17). 

The essential nature of mission is for the church to be the body of Christ. 
We can be available to other persons only as embodied beings, and the 
church as totus Christus is the embodied Christ made available to the world. 
To say “The church is the body of Christ” means that Christ as embodied is 
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available to the world: “That the church is the body of Christ, in Paul’s and 
our sense, means that she is the object in the world as which the risen Christ 
is an object for the world, an available something as which Christ is there to 
be addressed and grasped.””” 

The church’s primary mission, then, is to be itself, which is to be “Christ” 
for the world. The church by its faith and life becomes, in Newbigin’s words, 
“the hermeneutic of the gospel”; that is, by being true to its calling as church, 
the church explicates the gospel in the world.” But in another sense, the 
church is not a perfect embodiment of Christ. It is in need of reform. It is 
still “on the way” (in via) to perfection, “marked with a genuine though im- 
perfect holiness.” This fact reminds us that the church is distinct from 
Christ. It needs to “feed on Christ” and be disciplined by Christ. And as Christ 
makes himself available to the church in the sacraments, the church in turn 
makes itself available to the world as the “embodied Christ.” One can see 
why mission sustains the closest relationship to the Eucharist: the Eucharist 
is mission. It is mission in that it is making the church, the embodied Christ, 
available to the world. In its eucharistic worship the church is reformed to 
“go forth into the world to love and serve the Lord.” The world does not 
know of any other Christ except the Christ that is embodied in the church. 
Thus to be the church is the greatest mission to the world. 

Mission, then, must be defined in the largest sense, which is the fulfill- 
ment of God’s ultimate reason for the church’s existence: “to the praise of 
his glory.” It is much larger than the narrowly defined idea of “winning 
souls.” Neither is it trying to fulfill the goal of creation (as in Matthew Fox’s 
creation spirituality). The goal is to be the church as the full people of God 
(one of the three pictures of the church), uniting all in Christ. When the 
ascension-parousia differential is overcome, then Christ will deliver up the 
kingdom to God so that God will be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:24-28). Creation 
then will be consummated in the church as the comprehensive people of 
God enjoying “deification,” visio Dei (vision of God) or communion with the 
Trinity. Thus the final eschatological vision is described in terms that hark 
back to God’s original covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob: “Now the 
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” (Rev 21:3). 

But how is this vision to become reality? Practically, how is the church to 
become the people of God, the body of Christ and the temple of the Spirit? 
The answer is to be found in the church’s worship. 


— ) —— 


THE WORSHIP 
OF THE CHURCH 





‘Th problem of ecclesiology plaguing modern evangelicalism cannot be 
separated from the problem of worship. The two are integrally linked: error 
in one leads to error in the other. If, for example, the church is merely the 
result of a human decision to gather together in a certain way in order to 
advance some practical end, such as the salvation of souls, then worship is 
likely to be understood as a human construct to achieve that end. This prag- 
matic concept of worship underlies many of the so-called worship wars be- 
tween traditionalists and innovators in today’s church.’ Often the structure 
of worship is changed without much thought given to its theological conse- 
quence. What is foremost in the minds of the innovators is whether the wor- 
ship is “relevant” to modern people, whether it meets their needs, whether 
it will attract and retain a crowd. 

What this shows is the need for a sound theology of worship that can 
guide the church’s practice and ensure that its worship is truly the worship 
of the triune God and not hijacked to serve other ends. The first step toward 
establishing a sound theology of worship is to discover the connection be- 
tween worship and the church. As noted in chapter one, the church was 
chosen in Christ before the creation of the world (Eph 1:4), but in its actu- 
alization, the church is the people called out by God’s word to be the con- 
gregation of God’s people. What we call the liturgy is the people’s common 
response to that word, their acceptance of the Word, which constitutes them 
as the covenant people. This is the pattern we find throughout the Scripture. 
In the Old Testament, the gabal (assembly) was constituted by God’s word 
to the people, who signaled their entrance into the covenant by a sacrificial 
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offering. In the New Testament, it is the coming of the Word made flesh and 
the sealing of the covenant by Christ’s sacrificial death. The coming of God’s 
word to gather a people and the people’s response to that word—that is the 
basic dynamic of worship and the constitution of the liturgical assembly.” 
There is therefore no separation between the liturgy and the church. To 
be church is to be the worshiping community making a normative response 
to the revelation of the triune God. I shall expand on this statement by look- 
ing at (1) how worship is related to the church, (2) how worship constitutes 
a normative response, which raises the question of the relationship between 
worship and theology, and (3) how the response should be characterized. 


WORSHIP AND THE CHURCH 

To be church is to be the worshiping community—this statement acknowl- 
edges that the church’s most basic identity is to be found in its act of wor- 
ship. But how does worship reveal the church’s identity as church? The 
question may be answered in three ways. First, worship is what distinguishes 
the church as the church. This understanding carries two implications. First, 
if worship distinguishes the church from the world, to be church is ipso facto 
to be not-of-this-world. The church, as noted in the previous chapter, exist- 
ing in the eschatological tension between the “already” and “not yet,” shows 
itself to be basically oriented toward the new creation and therefore not-of- 
this-world. But in its worship, it especially shows itself to be opposed to 
what the world stands for and even to be, in Jean-Jacques von Allmen’s 
words, “a threat to the world.” 


Every time the Church assembles to celebrate the cult, to “proclaim the death 
of Christ” (1 Cor 11:26), it proclaims also the end of the world and the failure 
of the world. It contradicts the world’s claim to provide men with a valid 
justification for their existence, it renounces the world: it affirms, since it is 
made up of the baptized, that it is only on the other side of death to this 
world that life can assume its meaning. . . . Christian worship is the strongest 
denial that can be hurled in face of the world’s claim to provide men with 
an effective and sufficient justification of their life. There is no more em- 
phatic protest against the pride and the despair of the world than that im- 
plied in Church worship.’ 


If we reflect on the church’s doxologies, we discover them to have “an 
eminently polemic implication.” When the church proclaims, “For yours is 
the kingdom and the power” (Mt 6:13 footnote) or “To the only wise God 
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be glory” (Rom 16:27) or “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive 
glory” (Rev 4:11), these proclamations affirm the obverse side of its baptis- 
mal vow—its renunciation of the world, the flesh and the devil. In effect, 
the church is saying that the only true worship is the worship of the true 
God, and by so doing it exposes any earthly entity or ideology that claims 
the right of absolute allegiance as both pretentious and idolatrous. 

The early church under persecution fully understood the radical claims it 
was making by the simple act of worshiping God on Sunday. During the Di- 
ocletian persecution, when a group of Christians were taken into custody 
for attending worship on Sunday and charged with acting “against the orders 
of the emperors and the caesars,” their reply was, “We have been celebrating 
what is the Lord’s (dominicus)” and “what is the Lord’s cannot cease.”* Sun- 
day is the Lord’s. It is the day of Lord’s resurrection and of Christians’ par- 
ticipation in the new creation; it is the day of the Lord’s presence actualized 
in the eucharistic celebration. There is an inner assurance in their simple as- 
sertion. Against the mightiest political power of the day, these Christians dis- 
covered a greater reality, the power of an unquenchable life, concretized in 
their worship on the Lord’s Day. Sunday then was not even a public holiday. 
But for the Christians it was the new point of departure to a new order of 
existence. So real was it that, like their predecessors in the first century, they 
felt the inner compulsion to “obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 


The Christian cult is a basically political action: it reminds the state of the lim- 
ited and provisional character of its power, and when the state claims for itself 
an absolute trust and obedience, the Christian cult protests against this preten- 
sion to claim a kingdom, a power and a glory which belong of right to God 
alone. That is why, in gathering together for Christian worship, men compro- 


mise themselves politically. 


The second implication is that worship could be said to be the defining 
characteristic of the church. In this world the church may be many other 
things: a voice of conscience in the community, a champion of the poor and 
oppressed, a preserver of traditional values and so on. But these functions 
are not what make it the church, for they could as well be taken up by other 
religious and secular bodies. The church’s defining characteristic is its wor- 
shipful response to the call of God to be his people. This may explain why 
in the Scriptures Christians are sometimes simply called worshipers (Phil 3:3; 
1 Tim 2:10; Heb 12:28; Rev 13:12-13; 14:11). Worshiping God is the hallmark 
of the people of God. The call brings forth the assembly of responders or 
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worshipers, whose definitive and culminating act of worship is the eucha- 
ristic celebration (see next chapter). This explains why the Eucharist has al- 
ways been reserved for only the baptized. 

If worship is the defining characteristic of the church, it would explain 
why the Scriptures treat some of the basic activities of the church as es- 
sentially liturgical acts. Worship became a comprehensive concept qualify- 
ing many other actions. Not only must the spirit of worship pervade all the 
activities of Christians, including eating and drinking (cf. 1 Cor 10:31), but 
certain works—the preaching of the gospel (Rom 15:16) and service (Heb 
13:15-16)—are seen as liturgical acts. The Hebrews passage reads, 
“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of 
praise—the fruit of lips that confess his name. And do not forget to do 
good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.” 
Here the author brings together the “sacrifice of praise” and doing good to 
others as “sacrifices” acceptable to God. From the teaching of the gospel, 
we can readily see how this is so regarding the latter. According to Jesus, 
in visiting the prisoner, feeding the hungry and clothing the naked, we are 
doing these acts to the one whom we acknowledge as Lord. Sacrifices of 
time, food and clothing are actually offered to him (cf. Mt 25:40). But how 
is preaching a liturgical act? The implication of this is so far reaching that 
it merits a small digression here. 

Quite clearly Paul in Romans 15:16 sees his missionary work among the 
Gentiles in terms of the worship of God: a priestly service of offering up the 
Gentiles as an acceptable sacrifice to God (cf. Rom 12:1-3, where he urges 
the Christians to offer up themselves as living sacrifices wholly acceptable 
to God). In his commentary Barrett notes that “Paul serves by acting as a 
priest for the Gospel of God . . . in order that the offering of the Gentiles 
might be acceptable.”° Bringing people to God through the proclamation of 
the gospel is a priestly act of offering up an acceptable sacrifice. 

To see the preaching of the gospel in the world as a liturgical act means 
that it is first and foremost a service rendered to God. Failure to understand 
the proclamation of the gospel from this perspective is one reason that evan- 
gelism is conceived of as largely a human-centered activity. Much of modern 
evangelization focuses on the need of sinners. We tell people to go and 
preach the gospel because souls are dying and going to hell, that the com- 
pletion of mission will hasten the return of Christ and so on. The needs of 
sinners are, of course, a legitimate concern: Christ came into the world to 
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save sinners, and Paul himself confessed, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” 
(Rom 1:16). These are texts with a strong evangelistic import. But do we see 
mission as also and primarily an act of worship? To see the preaching of the 
gospel as priestly implies that it is essentially a Godward act, an offering up 
of living sacrifices to God (cf. Rom 12:1). Mission is ultimately theocentric 
rather than anthropocentric. 

There is another dimension in preaching that reveals its essentially litur- 
gical character. We preach and offer up to God, yet it cannot ultimately be 
our work but the work of the Spirit. Note again Romans 15:16: the offering 
up of the Gentiles as an acceptable sacrifice is possible through the sanc- 
tification of the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit’s setting them apart, making them 
a “holy” people, that makes them an acceptable offering. In evangelical 
parlance, we cannot separate preaching from what the Holy Spirit does to 
turn sinners into God’s handiwork. Lives are transformed so that they be- 
come, in Stanley Hauerwas’s term, “a community of character.” This does 
not just mean being “nice” people. What marks Christians as God’s people 
is that they have become a community that worships God in spirit and in 
truth. This is what the church must aim at in mission. Mission does not seek 
to turn sinners into saved individuals; it seeks, rather, to turn disparate in- 
dividuals into a worshiping community. The preoccupation of the modern 
church with numbers often misses the real goal of mission. Instead of turn- 
ing out fine works of art, the modern church tends to model its mission on 
the mass-production factory. The church becomes an efficiently run fac- 
tory. We then market the megachurch as the model of a successful church. 
Is it any wonder that grandiose strategies of winning the world for Christ 
have produced a bloated church whose ways and values are not very dif- 
ferent from those of the world?’ The ministry becomes departmentalized 
(again, like a mass-production factory), mission is left to church-growth 
specialists, counseling is done by professionally trained counselors, and the 
pastor serves as the CEO. 

If the various “ministries” of the modern church are to achieve coherence, 
to become the one ministry rendered ultimately to God, we need to recover 
the neglected concept of priestly ministry. For it is as priest that the minister 
discovers the essence of ministry: to offer up to God an unblemished sacri- 
fice, one that meets the demands of a holy God. This is one of the most con- 
spicuous features of the Old Testament cultus. It is from that context that the 


46 LITURGICAL THEOLOGY 


New Testament sacrificial language is derived. Thus the ministry of pro- 
claiming Christ is to admonish and teach “everyone with all wisdom, so that 
we may present everyone perfect in Christ” (Col 1:28). We see here again 
the preaching of the gospel presented as a priestly act of offering up perfect 
sacrifices in Christ to God. 

A mass of half-committed, fair-weather adherents or a group of psycho- 
logically well-adjusted individuals (which is what a mass-production church 
could hope to accomplish at its best) does not amount to a perfect sacrifice. 
Only God himself can define what is the perfect and acceptable sacrifice: it 
must be a sacrifice sanctified by the Holy Spirit. This is why the Old Testa- 
ment cultus is carefully regulated: everything has to be done according to 
the revealed pattern “as the Lord commanded” (for example, Ex 25:9; 39:43; 
40:16, 19). 

The church’s mission must ultimately be defined by its divine givenness 
and its Godward dimension, that is, as an act of worship. Only when mission 
is carried out as an act of worship will it truly build up the church. For only 
when the church presents people as unblemished sacrifices before God will 
it become the community of God’s people. In the church’s encounter with 
the triune God, it is formed into the community of God. In true worship we 
become the church. 

This brings us to the second point: Worship not only distinguishes the 
church as church, it also makes or realizes the church. In one sense, this is 
the least disputed point about worship. Even those with a purely function- 
alist understanding of the church would agree that in the worship service 
people are being influenced in a certain way, even if the influence may be 
quite fleeting, in terms of, for example, mood creation or emotional and aes- 
thetic satisfaction. In the liturgical tradition, what is realized in the worship 
is the church as an ontological rather than sociological reality. According to 
the Russian Orthodox theologian Alexander Schmemann, worship is the 
function of the church, and “its purpose is to express, form, or realize the 
Church—to be the source of that grace which always makes the Church 
the Church, the people of God, the Body of Christ, ‘a chosen race and a 
royal priesthood’ (1 Peter 2:9).” Worship is church “manifesting, creating 
and fulfilling herself as the Body of Christ.” The same idea is poignantly 
expressed by Jean-Jacques von Allmen: “It is in the sphere of worship, the 
sphere par excellence where the life of the Church comes into being, that 
the fact of the Church first emerges. It is there that it gives proof of itself, 
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there where it is focused, and where we are led when we truly seek it, and 
it is from that point that it goes out into the world to exercise its mission.” 

Unlike the pragmatic conception of the church, where practices are 
largely determined by what works in a given place and time, the liturgical 
tradition insists that the church is truly formed as church if it practices what 
truly constitutes the church. These practices have always returned to two 
things, Word and sacrament, and these will be taken up in the next chapter. 

Third, worship is God’s action in the church. While we speak of worship 
as our response (see below), it is strictly speaking not our action but the ac- 
tion of Christ in the church, or the action of the church as totus Christus. The 
church responds to the God who revealed himself in history and most su- 
premely in the Word made flesh. The response itself is not based on our 
own decision. We don’t decide: now that God has spoken, what should we 
do? The call brings into being the assembly that makes a true response be- 
cause it is the Spirit of the Son in the assembly who rightly responds to the 
Father, causing us to cry out, “Abba, Father!” (Rom 8:15). In true worship 
there is an inherent fittingness of the response to the One who reveals him- 
self as who he is, because it comes ultimately from the Spirit of God who 
indwells the body of Christ. 

We can give a fitting response only because worship is the work of the 
triune God in the church. This is seen in the church’s ancient liturgical 
prayers, which were invariably trinitarian: to the Father, through the Son, in 
the Holy Spirit. This early trinitarian pattern, before the onset of the Arian 
controversy, reveals the distinctive roles of the triune God in the liturgy.” 
The Father is the origin and goal of our worship; the Son is the One who 
reveals the Father and the mediator between God and humankind; the Holy 
Spirit is the power by whom Christ lifts up fallen humanity and leads them 
to the Father." The revival of trinitarian studies since the late twentieth cen- 
tury has once again returned the church to this richer understanding of the 
work of the triune God in worship. 

One of the finest examples of this approach to liturgical theology is Ed- 
ward Kilmartin’s Christian Liturgy: “Christ, in the power of the Spirit, is the 
source of the real communication between the liturgical assembly and the 
Father of all.” He is the “chief speaker and actor of the liturgical assembly, 
who communicates with its members through the expression of faith of the 
Church of which he, in the Spirit, is the vital source. As a result the faithful 
are aroused and made capable of interacting with the Lord, addressing the 
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Father through the one mediator between God and humankind.” 

The worship of the church is, properly speaking, the action of the triune 
God in the church. But it is divine action joined with human action: we need 
to assemble and engage in the act of worship. This is why assembling to- 
gether is so vital to the life of the church: it is what constitutes the gahal. So 
important it is that in an early Christian document, the Didascalia (third cen- 
tury), we are warned that absence from the assembly “cause[s] the body of 
Christ to be short of a member.” ”? 


WORSHIP AND THEOLOGY 

To speak of worship as a fitting response implies that in the very act of wor- 
ship we are participating in the God who is truth. Liturgiologists call this par- 
ticipation doing “primary theology.” This idea is given cogent expression by 
Schmemann, for whom liturgical theology is “the elucidation of the meaning 


«yl 
of worship” 


and the “theology” in the phrase “liturgical theology” is not 
secondary reflection on the liturgy but “the faith” finding concrete expres- 


sion in the liturgy. 


What it means is that the Church’s Jeitourgia . . . is the full and adequate 
“epiphany’—expression, manifestation, fulfillment of that in which the church 
believes, or what constitutes her faith. It implies an organic and essential in- 
terdependence in which one element, the faith, although source and cause of 
the other, the liturgy, essentially needs the other as its own self-understanding 
and self-fulfillment. It is, to be sure, faith that gives birth to, and “shapes,” lit- 
urgy, but it is liturgy, that by fulfilling and expressing faith, “bears testimony” 
to faith and becomes thus its true and adequate expression and norm: lex 
orandi est lex credendi.” 


The formula lex orandi est lex credendi (“the rule of praying is the rule 
of belief”) is derived from a fifth-century monk, Prosper of Aquitaine.” The 
formula can be taken in two ways. It could mean that the teaching or belief 
of the church arises from its practice of worship; it could also mean that the 
teaching of the church (usually in the form of the teaching office) gives 
shape to liturgical practice, in which case the rule of belief is the rule of 
praying (lex credendi est lex orandi). There is a dialectical relationship be- 
tween the rule of praying and the rule of belief, between worship and doc- 
trine. Schmemann acknowledges this dialectic when he says that “faith gives 
birth to, and ‘shapes’ liturgy,” but he gives greater weight to liturgy giving 
shape to doctrine. Geoffrey Wainwright has shown that in the history of the 
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church sometimes doctrinal formulations follow liturgical practice and at 
other times doctrinal beliefs precede liturgy, or at least control the develop- 
ment of the liturgy.” On the other hand, Aidan Kavanagh insists on the ir- 
reversibility of Prosper’s statement. The liturgy is “primary theology” from 
which “secondary theology” or doctrines are derived. 


[The] liturgical tradition [is] the dynamic condition within which theological re- 
flection is done, within which the Word of God is appropriately understood. 
This is because it is in the Church, of which the liturgy is the sustained expres- 
sion and the life, that the various sources of theology function precisely as 


18 
sources. 


The issue, it seems, has to do with the way liturgy is understood from dif- 
ferent perspectives. Historically, it could be shown that lex orandi and lex cre- 
dendi sustain a dialectical relationship with each other: liturgy shapes doctrine 
and doctrine shapes liturgy. An example of the former can be seen in the early 
Christians’ practice of according worship to Jesus, which played a key role in 
later christological doctrine.” The development of the doctrine of the Trinity 
is an example of this dialectical relationship. I have noted above that a trini- 
tarian awareness emerged from the early church’s experience of worship and 
the Persons’ distinctive roles were expressed in its doxology: to the Father, 
through the Son and in the Holy Spirit. But the challenge from the Arians led 
the church to emphasize the equality of the three Persons, leading to a coor- 
dinated doxology: to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This coordinated doxol- 
ogy expresses an unambiguously trinitarian doctrine (a product, we might say, 
of secondary theology) that was to become the dogma of the church in the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381). Protestants are generally more favor- 
ably disposed toward the idea of doctrine’s shaping worship. They might 
point to the promulgation of the doctrines of the immaculate conception of 
Mary (1854) and the assumption of Mary (1950) in the light of widespread li- 
turgical practice as instances where scriptural norms have failed to have a de- 
cisive control over liturgical practices.” 

But in giving to lex orandi a defining role Schmemann is not referring to 
specific liturgical practices, like the “orders of service” found in the prayer 
books of various liturgical traditions. He is referring to the basic ordo, that 
deep, abiding structure which expresses the living faith of the church. In this 
sense lex orandi is the liturgical equivalent of the apostolic witness to the 
paradigmatic encounter with Jesus Christ and is the basis of all subsequent 
belief. This ordo, severally called the “shape” or “deep structure” of the lit- 
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urgy, has been shown to be more or less consistent throughout the history 
of the Christian church.” It is this basic ordo that must set the standard for 
belief. In this sense the rule of prayer is the rule of belief. The theology that 
is embodied in the ordo is called primary theology because it is immediate 
to the divine-human encounter, an integrated or personal knowledge—the 
knowledge of God. Kavanagh offers this example to illustrate the nature of 
primary liturgical theology: 


Mrs. Murphy and her pastor do not fail to be theologians at the point where 
the seminary professor who taught the pastor succeeds in being one. The pro- 
fessor is a secondary theologian. Mrs. Murphy and her pastor are primary theo- 
logians whose discourse in faith is carried on not by concepts and 
propositions nearly so much as in the vastly complex vocabulary of experi- 
ences had, prayers said, sights seen, smells smelled, words said and heard and 
responded to, emotions controlled and released, sins committed and re- 
pented, children born and loved ones buried, and in many other ways no one 
can count or always account for. Their critical and reflective discourse is not 
merely about faith. It is the very way faith works itself out in the intricacies of 
human life both individually and in common. Its vocabulary is not precise, 
concise, or scientific. It is symbolic, aesthetic, ascetical, and sapiential. It is not 
just something she and her pastor think or say, but something they taste, the 
air they breathe. It is a sinuous discourse by which they and those innumera- 
ble millions like them . . . work out the primary body of perceived data con- 
cerning what it really means when God pours himself out into humanity, into 
the world as a member of our race. Nowhere else can that primary body of 


perceived data be read so well as in the living tradition of Christian worship.” 


Primary theology could be described as a form of “tacit knowledge,” to 
use a phrase from Michael Polanyi. Polanyi often said that we know more 
than we can tell, and in trying to tell it we often tell it badly. The primary 
liturgical theology is a tacit form of knowledge that is fully expressed only 
in the act of worship. Yet some form of critical reflection cannot be avoided 
the moment worshipers seek to make sense of their worship encounter, as 
can be seen in Kavanagh’s own “taxonomy of primary theology”: 


The taxonomy is operationally rhythmic. It begins with the act of liturgical 
worship. This act precipitates change in the liturgical assembly, change which 
is not so much immediately apparent, perhaps, as it is long-term, even escha- 
tological, and inexorable. To such change the assembly adjusts through critical 
reflection upon its own stance in faith before the God who gifts the assembly 


with its own existence and with a created world in which to stand and minister 
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before him. The faithful assembly brings all this with it to its next act of wor- 
ship, an act which then precipitates further change and adjustment, recapitu- 


lating what went before.” 


One could say that critical reflection arises ineluctably from the experi- 
ence and, in a very decisive way, is determined by the experience. Yet it is 
only when the experience is reflected upon and made explicit that it can 
function effectively as a norm, that is, become liturgical theology. 

Here is where the theologian comes in. There is no reason that the teacher 
of Mrs. Murphy’s pastor in the story above could not also be doing primary 
liturgical theology if he happens to be a member of the same worshiping com- 
munity, engaged in the same liturgical act. In fact, he may be able to reflect 
on their common experience more accurately and, along the way, correct oth- 
ers’ primary expressions of their vital faith. Primary theology, in that sense, 
needs secondary theology if it is not to fall into error.” Making primary theol- 
ogy explicit is the task of liturgical theology. We should therefore not make 
too sharp a distinction between primary and secondary theology. What the 
church should guard against is a secondary theology that is done outside of 
the worshiping community, a theology that abstracts from and generalizes 
about the liturgy based on some supposedly “neutral” criteria.” 

Secondary liturgical theology seeks to explain as fully as possible this pri- 
mary experience of the church in its encounter with God which is expressed 
in its public act of worship. Its goal is “to clarify and explain the connection 
between this act and the Church, i.e., to explain how the Church expresses 
and fulfills herself in this act,” 


mostly in an implicit or tacit way. As such, it takes pride of place over other 


to make explicit what worshipers know 


forms of theology, since its subject is the normative ordo from which all true 
doctrines must be derived. But for it to function well, liturgical theology 
must keep the explanation always focused on the church’s act of worship, 
where primary theology is being done. When liturgical theology loses this 
central focus, the result is to substitute “right” doctrines for right worship (or- 
thodoxia). Secondary explanations take the place of the central ordo and be- 
come confused with it. One example of secondary accretions is the way the- 
ories of the Eucharist (how the “real presence” is related to the bread and 
wine) came to dominate and crowd out what is central to the Eucharist, the 
“real presence” of Christ in the Eucharist itself—a point that was never in 
dispute between the Catholic Church, Luther and Calvin.” This intrusion of 
secondary explanations, together with the influence of the “scientific” 
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method of doing theology, has led to liturgical theology’s being reduced to 
explication of the meanings of specific rites, actions and rubrics, or com- 
mentaries on liturgical texts and forms of worship. The focus is on the “data 
of the faith,” on doctrines per se, rather than the “total living experience of 
the Church.”” The result is a divorce between worship and theology, leav- 
ing both impoverished.” 

Study of the relationship between the lex orandi and the lex credendi has 
important ramifications for evangelicals today. In whatever way we under- 
stand the relationship, belief and worship are so inextricably linked that sep- 
aration can only undermine the integrity of both doctrine and worship. Yet 
this divorce is exactly what we are seeing in many evangelical churches. 

For the more doctrinaire evangelical, worship is only a superadditum to 
the service, a kind of embellishment of what should be essentially an exer- 
cise in systematic indoctrination. In these churches the entire service may 
consist of a song to get the congregation ready, a very long and well pre- 
pared expository sermon, and another song to round it off. In between 
these, some prayers are interspersed and the offering collected. In this wor- 
ship format, truth is not part of living worship but is almost exclusively con- 
fined to the sermon. Truth then becomes only a matter of right belief, and 
the worship service is essentially a time for instruction. The operating as- 
sumption is that teaching people the right things will lead to right living. 
There is no understanding of the formative role of the ecclesial community 
through ecclesial practice. 

Among the more charismatically inclined, considerable attention is given 
to getting the congregation into a “worshipful atmosphere.” Here the em- 
phasis is on practice. But no thought whatsoever is given to what impact 
such forms of worship might have on belief. The assumption is that they 
have none so long as no heresy is preached. What such Christians fail to 
realize is that when worship is not “right worship” (which is what orthodoxy 
means), it won’t be long before belief itself is modified to fit a heterodox 
worship. The primary theology expressed in a heterodox ordo will quickly 
overwhelm an isolated orthodox belief, making it totally irrelevant to the life 
of the church. Right belief and right practice (orthopraxis) can only come 
from right worship (orthodoxia), and vice versa. 


WORSHIP AND THE DIVINE GLORY 


True worship is always the church’s response to God's initiative of revealing 
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who he is, which in biblical language is called the divine “glory.” And so in 
worship we “glorify” God, that is, acknowledge him for who he is. This re- 
sponse to the revelation of God’s glory can be characterized in the following 
ways: First, it can never be something we do for God. Second, it is its own 
end. Third, it is a response to God’s total character, more specifically to the 
triune God. 

First, worship can never be something we do for God. All human attempts 
to initiate worship can only result in distorting the glory of God. The glory 
of God is the glory of his self-giving, and all true worship must begin with 
the truth that everything we are and have is a gift. Thus even when we 
present our gifts to God, we acknowledge that “everything in heaven and 
on earth is yours. All things come from you, and of your own do we give 


930 
you. 


By contrast, humanly contrived worship always proceeds from seek- 
ing after a deity who needs to be placated and from whom devotees could 
gain some favor with their gifts. This is the reason Luther was strongly op- 
posed to the idea of the Eucharist as a “sacrifice.” To suggest that the con- 
secrated bread and wine are our offering to God is to return to the pagan 
concept that we can somehow gain our acceptance by God with our sacri- 
fice. Luther put it in no uncertain terms: “The memorial might well be a 
thanksgiving, but the sacrament itself is not an offering, but is a gift of 
God.”*' Modern Protestants may still retain some concept of salvation by 
grace and not think of their works as some form of merit, yet a form of mer- 
itorious work is subtly introduced into many contemporary “prayer and 
praise” services. Worship itself has become the means by which one hopes 
to induce God to act on our behalf. It is not uncommon nowadays to hear 
“worship leaders” telling the congregation that praise will bring down the 
glory of God, or that if we wait upon the Lord long enough we will receive 
healing.” 

Second, worship is never meant to serve any other purpose except the glory 
of God. The end of worship is worship. The church exists “to acknowledge 
God as God.”” “Man’s chief end,” says the Westminster Shorter Catechism, 
“is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” The Calvinist tradition has such a 
strong sense of the glory of God as the ultimate end of all existence that in 
the old Calvinist ordination service the ordinand is asked, “Are you willing 
to be damned for the glory of God?” 

We live in a pragmatic world in which every meaningful activity has to 
have some useful purpose. But the very nature of worship lies in its “aim- 
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lessness.” That does not mean that it has no meaning. The difference be- 
tween purpose and meaning, according to Romano Guardini, is like the dif- 
ference between a gymnasium and a forest: 


In the first everything is consciously directed towards discipline and develop- 
ment, in the second life is lived with Nature, and internal growth takes place 
in her. The liturgy creates a universe brimming with fruitful spiritual life, and 
allows the soul to wander about in it at will and to develop itself there. The 
abundance of prayers, ideas, and actions, and the whole arrangement of the 
calendar are incomprehensible when they are measured by the objective stan- 
dard of strict suitability for a purpose. 

When the liturgy is rightly regarded, it cannot be said to have a purpose, 
because it does not exist for the sake of humanity, but for the sake of God. In 
the liturgy man is no longer concerned with himself; his gaze is directed to- 
wards God. In it man is not so much intended to edify himself as to contem- 
plate God’s majesty. The liturgy means that the soul exists in God’s presence, 
originates in Him, lives in a world of divine realities, truths, mysteries and sym- 


bols, and really lives its true, characteristic and fruitful life.” 


Guardini also compares the liturgy to the play of a child. Like play, the 
liturgy has no purpose, yet it is full of meaning: “[Play] is life, pouring itself 
forth without an aim, seizing upon riches from its own abundant store, sig- 


nificant through the fact of its existence.” 


The aimlessness of the liturgy 
corresponds to a point made previously about the nature of the church: it 
exists for no other reason than “to the praise of God’s glory.” In worship, 
the church is actualizing its own nature as the “polity of the Spirit” whose 
chief end is to glorify God. It is in the liturgy that we understand the true 
meaning of being church. 

Modern people find that concept difficult; it is much easier to believe that 
the church must exist for some useful purpose, something more earthy, 
more noble, such as restoring the fallen creation or serving humanity. Yet 
difficult as it may be for modern, pragmatic people, it is when we actualize 
the “aimlessness” of the liturgy that we know what it means for the church 
to exist “to the praise of God’s glory.” 


If the idea of living “to the praise of God’s glory” seems too vaporous to mod- 
ern ears, that is our fault, not the apostle’s. Perhaps we need to heed his warn- 
ing to “Give up living like the pagans with their good-for-nothing notions” 
(Eph. 4:17). Perhaps the idea of living “to the praise of God’s glory” is opaque 


to us also because we have reversed the relationship between the church and 
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the world that is spelled out in the Ephesian letter. We think that the church 
exists for the sake of the world, but that is not true. The world, indeed the 
whole universe, exists for the church. . . . The world exists as the arena in 
which the gospel of Jesus Christ, the crucified, risen, and ascended Lord of all, 
can be proclaimed, and as a source of fresh recruits for the royal priesthood 


of the redeemed world.” 


While worship has no practical purpose, it does not mean that worship 
has no practical byproduct. This point is well made by William Willimon: 


Worship loses its integrity when it is regarded instrumentally as a means of 
something else—even as a means of achieving the most noble of human pur- 
poses, even the noble purpose of moral edification. Leitourgia must be cele- 
brated for its own sake, not simply as a means of rallying the faithful for 
diakonia. 

However, it is true that while we worship God, we are also being formed 
into God’s people. While we are attempting to see God, we are acquiring, as 


a kind of by-product, a vision of who we are and who we are meant to be.” 


“We do not worship God in order to be better people,” but as a matter 
of fact, certain good things do happen to people when they worship God 


40 
*”” For 


in spirit and in truth. We may call these byproducts “intrinsic goods. 
example, in encountering the awesome God we learn the virtue of humility; 
in thanking God we form the virtue of gratitude; in worshiping together we 
develop cooperation. These byproducts are perhaps more apparent in cer- 
tain forms of ritual that are meant to serve specific purposes—trites involving 
birth, marriage and death. When set within the context of worship, these 
“rites of crisis” are meant to show that these critical passages through life are 
carried out in God’s presence and are meant to glorify God. As God seeks 
to make the church (“I will be their God, and they will be my people”), we 
in response do become the church, his people, by letting all of life be lived 
to his glory. We affirm our covenant faithfulness to God in these acts before 
him. In being his people, we show forth who he is: the God who acts to 
bring forth a people for himself (1 Pet 2:9). These rites set the norms for eth- 
ical behavior in the ecclesial community. Other members of the community 
attending a wedding learn what is to be expected in Christian marriage.“ 
While worship is not aimed at making us into good people, it does, if done 
“in spirit and in truth,” make us into a “community of character.” I shall have 
more to say about spiritual formation through the liturgy later. 

The effect of worship on life is another lesson we can learn from the 
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nature of play. While worship, like play, is not aimed at anything practical, 
it has its unavoidable effects. Johann Huizinga in his classic study on play 
has shown that what we call culture has its beginnings in play. Play has a 
“civilizing function.”” The play analogy may at first give the impression that 
in worship we are setting aside an hour of so out of the week to play a role 
that we quickly leave behind afterward to return to the ordinary, so-called 
real world. Worship then becomes an escape from reality. But in fact, when 
we are engaged in worship—when we are in “active participation” (partic- 
ipatio actuosay°—we encounter the God who sees us through and 
through. It is then that we are most truly ourselves, because we no longer 
need to present a “nice front.” Most of the time in the “real world” we are 
less true to ourselves. At our workplace we need to appear nice and 
friendly when serving customers. Bosses have to appear caring toward 
their staff. It is in the “real world” that we are compelled to play the game 
of “let’s pretend,” whereas before God, from whom “nothing in all creation 
is hidden” and in whose sight “everything is uncovered and laid bare” (Heb 
4:13), there is no need to pretend. We are truly liberated to be the persons 
we are meant to be. In the spirit of openness before God (coram Deo), we 
can truly open to one another and, hopefully, carry that true self back into 
our workaday world. 

Third, worship is response to God’s total character. In worship we recog- 
nize God for who he is; and who he is is what he reveals himself to be. Since 
Rudolf Otto’s The Idea of the Holy, it is customary to speak of God’s revela- 
tion in terms of the polarity of fascinans et tremendum. God’s presence both 
attracts (fascinans) and fills us with fear (tremendum). He is both loving 
and holy. Paul in Romans 11:22 reminds the Gentile Christians, “Behold 
... the kindness and severity of God” (NASB). God is holy because he is 
“wholly other,” that is, not in any way dependent on us. God is self-sufficient 
because he is the three-personed God. Holiness is who God is. 


“Holy” is the real name of God, of the God “not of scholars and philosophers,” 
but of the living God of faith. The knowledge about God results in definitions 
and distinctions. The knowledge of God leads to this one, incomprehensible, 
yet obvious and inescapable word: holy. And in this word we express both 
that God is the Absolutely Other, the One about whom we know nothing, and 
that He is the end of all our hunger, all our desires, the inaccessible One who 
mobilizes our wills, the mysterious treasure that attracts us, and there is really 


nothing to know but Him. “Holy” is the word, the song, the “reaction” of the 
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Church as it enters into heaven, as it stands before the heavenly glory of God.“ 


At the same time this holy God is also love. For the triune life is also the 
life of mutual self-giving between Father and Son through the Spirit. Thus 
holiness and love, transcendence and immanence are the two poles that 
sum up what the triune God is in his essential being. 

The wholly other God who is also the giving God also shares his love 
with his creatures. This manifestation of his holiness outside of himself, 
which is an act of love, is what Scripture calls his “glory.” God’s glory en- 
compasses these two paradoxical characteristics, his holiness and love. To 
cite but one biblical example: the account of Moses’ encounter with God. 
Needing assurance of Yahweh’s continual covenant faithfulness after the 
golden calf incident, Moses asked God, “Show me your glory” (Ex 33:18). 
Exodus 34:5-7 is God’s answer: 


Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and pro- 
claimed his name, the LORD. And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, 
“The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 
abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiv- 
ing wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpun- 
ished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to 
the third and fourth generation.” 


God forgives wickedness, yet he punishes! The paradoxical nature of the 
divine glory is also reflected in various parts of the ancient Christian liturgy; 
I will give but two instances.” The Christian use of Psalm 95 (the Venite) to 
call the congregation to worship begins with a reassuring invitation, “Come, 
let us worship and bow down. . . . For he is our God and we are the people 
of his pasture and the sheep of his hand” (Ps 95:6-7). But this is immediately 
followed by a warning: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 
hearts” (Ps 95:7-8). Another is a phrase in the Eucharist, “The gifts of God 
for the people of God,” or “Holy things for holy people.” This is an invitation 
welcoming the people of God to the holy meal, yet it carries an implicit 
warning that the people who are welcomed must be set apart to become 
wholly for God.” 

True worship must reflect the reality of who God is. That is, whatever the 
liturgical forms may be, they must conform to certain theological norms. But 
for many advocates of “contemporary worship” this fact is often obscured 
by attempts at ad hoc constructions of “orders” of worship that pay more 


58 LITURGICAL THEOLOGY 


attention to what the congregation demands than to what God requires. For 
example, in many charismatic services today worship is a continuous cele- 
bration. One gets the impression from start to finish that God is nice, accom- 
modating and friendly, always expected to meet my needs and solve my 
problems. One gets to see only the divine fascinans without the tremen- 
dum, love without holiness, immanence without transcendence. This seems 
to be the predilection of our modern age. The “domestication of transcen- 
dence” is not only found among so-called progressive theologians;”” evan- 
gelicals and charismatics are equally guilty of domesticating transcendence 
through their marketing strategies and seeker-friendly services. Perhaps we 
all need reminding that Aslan is “not a tame lion”! 

But Christian worship is more than encountering God as fascinans et tre- 
mendum. To speak of the divine glory in this way is at best to speak in terms 
of a general religious category. Otto’s description of “the holy,” after all, be- 
longs to the field of phenomenology of religion and might well fit any num- 
ber of religions. Christianity as religion shares certain traits with others 
within the genus of religion. The uniqueness of the Christian religion is that 
the God who reveals himself is the triune God. It is this revelation of God 
as Father, Son and Holy Spirit that sets Christian worship apart from other 
religious worship, even from the Jewish faith in which Christianity has its 
roots. Christian worship is specifically the encounter with the triune God 
whose identity is revealed in the mystery of salvation, in the work of the 
Father sending the Son and the Spirit for the redemption of the world. This 
is why, as noted above, the traditional Christian doxology was to the Father, 
through the Son and in the Holy Spirit. 

This brings us to the very heart of Christian worship and to what it means 
to do liturgical theology. The task of liturgical theology is to demonstrate 


how the liturgy serves in its particular way as transparency for the mystery of 
salvation. . . . The one mystery of Christian faith is the Triune God in his self- 
communication to humanity. . . . In different ways, the forms of liturgy express 
the conviction of faith that the Triune God, in their economic activity, is the 
mystery of Christian worship. Consequently, theologians are challenged to 
show how theology of liturgy can be formulated as theology of the economic 
Trinity.” 


Edward Kilmartin sees the theology of the liturgy as essentially the theol- 
ogy of the Trinity in the life of the church. In other words, the criterion that 
establishes the truth of the liturgy is its correspondence to the work of the 
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triune God, which reveals who the triune God is. “Liturgical celebrations are 
a medium of participation of the faithful in the economic Trinity, a medium 
of Trinitarian self-communication. Liturgy, above all, is the work of the Trin- 
ity in its execution and content.”” Salvation is the sharing of the divine life 
of the Trinity by rational creatures. The grace of salvation is the grace of trin- 
itarian self-communication. 

The nature of this self-communication of the Trinity to creatures is as fol- 
lows: The Father is the source of all self-communication, but he communi- 
cates always through the Son and the Spirit.” Kilmartin develops this self- 
communication of the Father in great detail, in terms of what he calls the 
“procession” and “bestowal” models. In what follows I shall summarize the 
essential outlines of the two models and highlight their liturgical implica- 
tions. The procession model is discovered from the fact of the incarnation, 
the Word becoming flesh Jn 1:14). This “Logos-Christology’—the sending 
of the Son into the world in the economy of redemption—corresponds to 
the generation of the Son by the Father in the immanent Trinity. It could be 
described as a “descending” model. The bestowal model, on the other hand, 
is discovered from the event of the incarnation, or the manner in which the 
procession occurs. The bestowal model clarifies the personal mission of the 
Spirit as seen in the Spirit’s uniting the Word with human nature and sanc- 
tifying the human nature of Jesus (Lk 1:34-35), anointing Jesus at his baptism 
and thus revealing Jesus’ true identity to the world (Lk 3:21-22), and extend- 
ing this anointing to the church in the Pentecost event. This bestowal of 
the Spirit in the economy of redemption corresponds to the bestowal of the 
Spirit between the Father and the Son in the immanent Trinity, where 
the “Father bestows the Spirit on the Son and the Son bestows the Spirit on 


»> Within the bestowal model there is not 


the Father as answering love. 
only the sending of the Spirit but also an ascending movement, the “return” 
of the Spirit to the Father. 

This return in “answering love” deepens our understanding of the prayer 
of the church in three ways. First, the prayer of the church is the answering 
love to the Father in the power of the Spirit. Just as the bestowal of the Spirit 
upon Jesus is answered by Jesus’ love for the Father by the Spirit, the 
church’s prayer is essentially the return of love by the power of the Spirit, 
whom the Father bestows upon the church in Jesus’ name.” The Spirit of 
the Father is the Spirit of sonship, and by the same Spirit the church is able 
to call God “Abba, Father” (cf. Rom 8:15). 
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Second, I noted in chapter one that the story of the church is the contin- 
uation of the triune economy of redemption. It is the story of the Spirit from 
the Father, poured out upon the church after the ascension. Pentecost is the 
Father’s response to Jesus’ intercession in heaven. The prayer of the church 
on earth, as in the epiclesis where the church calls on the Father to send his 
Spirit upon the eucharistic assembly, is the prayer of returning love that an- 
swers to and actualizes the high-priestly prayer of the ascended Jesus. Jesus 
prays to the Father to give the church the Spirit Jn 14:16, 26); the returning 
prayer of the church is for the Spirit to be given in its eucharistic assembly. 
Thus, as is common in Eastern Orthodoxy, we could speak of the earthly 
liturgy as a counterpart to the heavenly liturgy. The earthly liturgy is based 
on and derived from the heavenly liturgy and is also the continuation of the 
heavenly. Christ’s high-priestly work in heaven finds its continual fulfillment 
in the life and worship of his body on earth. But this does not mean that the 
heavenly and earthly liturgies could be simply equated, if the distinctive 
work of the Spirit between the ascension and the parousia is to be fully ap- 
preciated.” In the eucharistic assembly, the church is always made aware of 
an unfulfilled dimension as it looks up to the heavenly liturgy and also looks 
forward to Christ’s eschatological return.” In looking up, the church finds 
its completeness (“already”) in Christ, but in looking forward the church rec- 
ognizes its incompleteness (“not yet”) as it awaits the parousia, when Christ, 
by the power of the Spirit, will transform “lowly bodies” into the likeness of 
his glorious body (Phil 3:21). 

Third, as Pentecost is the extension of the work of the triune God, all the 
actions of the church are, properly speaking, also the actions of Christ in 
relation to the Father in the power of the Spirit. This is the way God accom- 
plishes his redemptive work on earth: it always involves a conjoint divine- 


»°° All liturgical actions are effectual because they 


human action or “synergy. 
involve the synergy of the Spirit and the church.” Creation by fiat or ex ni- 
hilo was the hallmark of the old creation, whereas creation by synergy is the 
hallmark of the new creation.” The foundation for understanding this coac- 
tion of the church and Christ is the mystery of the incarnation. The incarna- 
tion is the result of the action of the Spirit on a human agent, but the work 
of the Spirit requires a willing response from Mary (“May it be to me as you 
have said,” Lk 1:38). This synergistic pattern continues in the incarnate Son, 
the God-man. In the perfect unity of the divine and the human in one per- 
son, we see that in “the least action of Christ God lives humanly and the 
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human person lives divinely.” “When Christ speaks, his listeners hear the 
man Jesus, and at the same time the Father utters himself in his incarnate 
Word.”” So too, the work of the church as the divine-humanity is always a 
synergy. “Through this synergism, by which the Spirit of God impregnates 
the energies of creatures, they are drawn into personal communion with 
God and do the works of God.” The work of the liturgy is a synergy: it is 
the work of the church and at the same time the work of Christ in the church 
by the Spirit. 

All this is to say that worship is a work of critical importance for the life 
of the church and ultimately for the kingdom of God. It is no less than the 
continuation of the work of the triune God in the church until the eschaton. 
It is the progress of the gospel in the history of salvation. Worship is true to 
the degree that it corresponds to the work of the triune God and continues 
and extends the work of the triune God. In other words, there are theolog- 
ical norms in worship. If our worship does not reveal God in his holiness 
and love, transcendence and immanence, as fascinans et tremendum—in 
short, as the triune God—then it has fallen short of the glory of God. If it 
does not continue the action of the triune God, it is not worship in spirit and 
in truth. 

Evangelical Christianity needs to address its severe liturgical deficits. It 
needs a liturgical theology that coherently explains the true meaning of wor- 
ship and effectively realizes a true primary theology. When modern evan- 
gelical-charismatic churches arbitrarily construct their worship to cater to hu- 
man needs and whims, they are doing primary theology. But it is a false 
theology, because it distorts our vision of the divine glory. This failure to 
understand what true worship is stems from a failure to understand what the 
church is. Conversely, a sound liturgical theology will also reveal the true 
nature of the church. 

It is not sufficient, however, simply to affirm what worship is theologi- 
cally. If churches today are to effect real reform, that theology needs to be 
given concrete expression in a liturgy, that is, in a clearly discernible struc- 
ture. Without a liturgy, we will not be able to actualize our theology of wor- 
ship in practice. This will be the subject of the next chapter. 


— 3 ——_ 


THE SHAPE 
OF THE LITURGY 





Ti. preceding chapter focuses on worship as the church’s response to 
God’s revelation in Christ, and yet this response is itself the work of the tri- 
une God in the church. The Spirit of God dwells in those who are made 
children of God and enables them to cry, “Abba, Father!” The response fits 
the revelation because it is a response in Spirit and in truth.’ 

This normative response, however, must be given concrete expression if 
it is to be actualized in practice; the way to actualize our theology of worship 
is through the liturgy. The liturgy may be described as embodied worship. 
It is worship expressed through a certain visible order or structure (thus the 
phrase “order of service”). There is general agreement among liturgiologists 
today that for all the variations in liturgical expressions, there is nonetheless 
a basic shape or ordo underlying these expressions. The convergence of var- 
ious liturgical traditions in recent years, as seen in the use of the common 
lectionary and rites of Christian initiation, is in part due to the recognition 
of this normative shape of the liturgy discovered through the study of the 
liturgies of the undivided church.’ The ordo is a consistent whole; what it 
reveals is a whole way of life of the ecclesial community. As Lutheran litur- 
giologist Frank Senn puts it, “Liturgy expresses nothing less than a world- 
view.” 

To discover the shape of the liturgy, therefore, is to discover the true way 
of worship or the way of reorienting the church toward the Christian world- 
view. In short, a normative liturgy is the true way of becoming church. 
Among “pragmatic evangelicals,” to use one of Robert Webber’s categories, 
the question of truth concerning worship is not even raised, but this discov- 


The Shape of the Liturgy 63 
ery is crucial if we are to have sound theological criteria for evaluating our 
worship. Unless our respective orders of service (and there could be many) 
conform to the basic ordo, we are not being shaped into the community we 
are meant to be. 

The church throughout its history has recognized that this basic ordo con- 
sists of two parts, Word and sacrament. This two-part shape could be ex- 
plored from a number of perspectives. First, we will examine the ways in 
which Word and sacrament are related; I conclude that both have their basis 
in the incarnation, the Word becoming flesh Qn 1:14). Thus Christ could be 
called the “primordial Sacrament,” and all true worship is fundamentally sac- 
ramental. Second, within the sacramental framework of worship, the Eucha- 
rist holds a special place as the “sacrament of sacraments.” It is from the Eu- 
charist that we come to a better understanding of the church as essentially 
communion. The liturgy, then, has a eucharistic orientation. Third, the Eu- 
charist, which communicates the eternal reality, is always celebrated in time, 
in daily, weekly and yearly cycles. This means that within the liturgy, eter- 
nity and time, the “already and not yet,” are set in an eschatological tension, 
giving to the liturgy its eschatological orientation. Fourth, the liturgy of Word 
and sacrament is set within two other essential acts: the gathering for wor- 
ship and the sending forth into the world. This pattern reveals its missiolog- 
ical orientation. 


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WORD AND SACRAMENT 

The church is constituted by Word and sacrament. This is the standard un- 
derstanding of the church among the Reformers. “Whenever we see the 
Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered 
according to Christ’s institution,” says Calvin, “there .. . a church of God ex- 
ists.”* Similarly, article 7 of the Ausburg Confession (1530) states, “But the 
church is the congregation of saints, in which the gospel is rightly taught 
and the sacrament rightly administered. And unto the true unity of the 
church, it is sufficient to agree concerning the doctrine of the Gospel and 
the administration of the sacraments.” These two “marks” of the church re- 
veal the true identity of the church as church. As Senn puts it, “The church 
is visible only where the people assemble to do those things that constitute 
them as the people of God—proclaim the word of God and celebrate the 
sacraments of Christ.” 

The New Testament shows a church whose worship is structured around 
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Word and sacrament: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). 
The earliest account of Christian worship shows a similar pattern of worship. 
We have, for example, a description from Justin Martyr (c. A.D. 155) in the 
following words: 


And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather 
together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the 
prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, 
the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good 
things. Then we all rise together and pray, and, as we before said, when our 
prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are brought, and the president in 
like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the 
people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution of each, and a partic- 
ipation of that over which thanks have been given, and to those who are ab- 


sent a portion is sent by the deacons.” 


Justin’s description consists of two distinct parts. The reading, discourse 
and prayer segment is generally thought to be derived from the Jewish syn- 
agogue practice and hence is called the synaxis (Greek for “gathering”), 
while the Eucharist in the second part is believed to have its origin in the 
Jewish chaburah meal. Although originally synaxis and Eucharist were be- 
lieved to be “separable,” they occurred together “in the regular Sunday wor- 
ship of all churches in the second century.”” 

Word and sacrament inseparable. Word and sacrament, although distin- 
guished, are held together in a single rite from earliest times. It is crucial that 
we maintain their proper emphases within the liturgy as well as their indis- 
pensability to each another. Failure to do so will result in the dissolution of 
the eschatological tension so crucial for the church’s existence. Reformed 
liturgiologist Jean-Jacques von Allmen clarifies the dual perils: 


If the sermon absorbs the whole of the service, the Church is forgetting that 
the Kingdom has already drawn near, and that it can live on the first fruits of 
the Kingdom, it becomes “de-eschatologized”; but if the Eucharist monopo- 
lizes the whole of worship, the Church is forgetting that the world still contin- 
ues, it is trying to exalt the Church beyond this world and to uproot it from 
history.® 


Historically, however, the church has shown a tendency to subordinate 
one to the other. Roman Catholicism, at least until relatively recent times, 
has tended toward subordinating the liturgy of the Word, so that little is un- 
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derstood of what goes on in the elaborate worship ritual.’ On the other 
hand, Protestants have tended to give stronger emphasis to the Word and 
treat it as if it were separable from the Eucharist.'? Others have so empha- 
sized the Word that the Eucharist comes to play only a very marginal role. 
But as von Allmen warns, “We have no right to remain attached to a mode 
of worship which precludes the people of the baptized from assembling to 
obey the command: ‘Do this in remembrance of Me.’ We have no right to 
continue to celebrate our worship without re-integrating the Lord’s Supper 


into it, or it into the Lord’s Supper.”" 


To regard the Eucharist as “optional,” 
continues von Allmen, is to undermine our claim to catholicity.’* Similarly, 
the evangelical Anglican Philip Seddon has noted that for many evangelicals 
the Eucharist is “a non-essential illustrative accessory, an adjunct, supple- 
mentary to the preached word” and is seldom observed on a weekly basis.” 
Yet John Stott reminded new Christians many years ago that “nearly every 
branch of the Christian Church agrees that the Lord’s Supper or Holy Com- 
munion is the central service of the church.” If this is so, there is no sound 
basis for relegating it to a once-a-month ritual. 

Two reasons are commonly given for infrequent observance of the Eu- 
charist. One is that if the Lord’s Supper were observed too frequently, it 
would lose its meaning. But according to a Reformed evangelical pastor, 
Leonard J. Vander Zee, this rationale betrays “the old gnostic tendency” to 
exalt the “spiritual” and denigrate the “material.””” Further, the rationale as- 
sumes that the Lord’s Supper is another commemorative event, like a birth- 
day or wedding anniversary. But if the Lord’s Supper is indeed a “feeding 
on Christ to eternal life,” making us into what we eat, then there is no ques- 
tion about whether frequent Communion would cause a loss of significance. 
No one has yet complained that having three meals a day had eroded the 
significance of eating. (Some even insist on having more!) As Vander Zee 
puts it, “If God feeds and confirms our faith in the sacrament, then we de- 
prive ourselves of the fullness of his grace when we sit around the table only 
once in a while. We need every nourishment that God provides, and to miss 
the meal not only snubs his gracious hospitality but creates spiritual anorex- 


ics.” 


Second, it is sometimes argued that Word and sacrament are merely 
two ways of communicating the same gospel. If what the sacrament conveys 
is already conveyed, in fact in a better way, in preaching, then the sacrament 
is quite extraneous in the regular church service. Sacrament, according to 


this view, merely “portrays” the gospel—and in a rather limited way at 
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that—whereas preaching gives almost unlimited scope for the exposition of 
the gospel. 

But this is to misunderstand the very nature of Word and sacrament and 
their distinctive functions in the liturgy. Not only is the sacrament more 
than the visible form of the Word, but each is indispensable to the other. 
Sacrament brings the proclaimed Word to its fulfillment. We come to know 
what the proclaimed Word is by actually entering into communion with 
the Real Presence effected by the Spirit in the Lord’s Supper. Word without 
sacrament remains incomplete, and sacrament without Word becomes an 
empty sign. “If one cannot live by bread alone, neither can one live by 


17 
word alone.” 


For just as the Word is completed in the sacrament, so the 
sacrament derives its meaning from the Word. As Louis Bouyer states, “Ev- 
ery sacrament is a verbum visibile, a word made visible, and every sacra- 
ment also essentially implies verba sacramentalia, the sacred words which 
give to the sacred action itself not only its meaning but also its own inner 
reality.” Word and sacrament cannot be separated. The whole liturgy of 
Word and sacrament is both God’s Word and God’s action for the sake of 
the church. Worship becomes less than what it is when one is emphasized 
at the expense of the other. 

As reflection and participation. The relationship between Word and sac- 
rament could be further elaborated in other ways. First, Word and sacrament 
correspond to the two essential ways by which a community is formed: par- 
ticipation (the sacramental dimension) and reflection (the verbal dimen- 
sion). We are formed by being a part of a community and participating fully 
in its life. We learn the ways of the community the way we learned our na- 
tive tongue: one grows up speaking the language of the community that 
speaks it. This participation is something people do habitually and uncon- 
sciously with others rather than reflectively or critically. The other way is to 
learn by critical reflection. If the church is a community whose basic identity 
is defined by certain theological criteria (the actions of the triune God) and 
where participation comes through a conscious decision, then critical reflec- 
tion is especially important. “In such a society education into the moral life 
cannot come primarily from observing and practicing appropriate behavior 
of others. Instead, we will need an intellectual training in the rules or ideals 
themselves; training in how to apply and defend them.”” 

Both participation and reflection are essential for one to be properly ini- 
tiated into the ecclesial community. If persons are formed only by partici- 


The Shape of the Liturgy 67 
pation in a community (as is sometimes the case with children growing up 
in the church), its moral values tend to be imbibed without much critical 
reflection. Participants’ values could degenerate into unquestioned taboos; 
further, if challenged, they would not have the intellectual resources to re- 
spond adequately to the challenge. This is partly the reason some who 
grew up in the church end up rejecting the way of life in which they have 
been trained. An unthinking habit, no matter how deeply ingrained, can 
be undone in the face of a well-articulated worldview coming from a rival 
community. For many Christians today, that rival community is the “secular 
city” whose influence is felt far more strongly than that of the Christian 
community. 

While the worshiping community forms spiritual habits and assimilates a 
“primary theology,” it needs to engage in critical reflection on what it does 
to reinforce its implicit beliefs. The ancient church did this through the cat- 
echumenate, which explains the faith and practices of the church to those 
desiring to join the church before and after their baptism.” But here we 
seem to encounter another problem. The moment we start to think about 
what we are doing, we find ourselves unable to perform the action effec- 
tively.” Good drivers do not think about driving when driving. But they may 
need to think about driving when they want to acquire new skills. Then they 
need to practice the new moves consciously until they become habitual. The 
same can be said of good worshipers. They are truly worshiping when “lost 
in wonder, love and praise,” not when thinking about the most profound 
definition of praise. But thinking about profound definitions is still needed 
if the community is to improve its worship. These two processes, participa- 
tion and reflection, must be ongoing for a community to remain vibrant. The 
failure to understand these processes is one reason for the failure of evan- 
gelical spirituality.” It tries to build the spiritual life based largely on teach- 
ing and indoctrinating without understanding that it is not critical reflection 
as such but habits that constitute Christian living. Evangelicalism has created 
a largely hearing community rather than an aural-tactile community, a Word 
community rather than a Word-and-sacrament community. But the whole of 
worship must include hearing, singing and praying (Word) and seeing, 
touching, eating and drinking (sacrament). 

As revelation and response. A second way of understanding the church 
as Word and sacrament is in terms of the basic dialectic of revelation- 
response. To say that the church is constituted by Word and sacrament is to 
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say that the church is the result of revelation and response to that revelation. 
The primary nature of revelation is God’s speaking his Word, which culmi- 
nates in the Word becoming flesh. It is the Word that calls the assembly into 
being, to be the people of God existing in covenant relationship with him. 
That new covenant is sealed by the shedding of the blood of Christ, who, 
on the night before his death, instituted the eucharistic Communion of his 
body and blood. In the Eucharist we are realizing ourselves as the body of 
Christ made alive by his life-giving blood through the Spirit. In the Eucharist 
we become the people who are called out by the Word. The Eucharist is our 
response to the Word-becoming-flesh dwelling among us. The Word is al- 
ways prior: Without God’s speaking first, there would be no genuine re- 
sponse. This is why the basic structure of worship has to be Word and sac- 
rament and not sacrament and Word.” 

As preparation and fulfillment. Third, the church is constituted by Word 
and sacrament in that the Word prepares for and leads to the culmination of 
worship in the Eucharist. In a postconciliar document of Vatican II, we read, 
“The Liturgy of the Word prepares for and leads into the Liturgy of the Eu- 


charist, forming with it one act of worship.” 


The Word proclaims, the sac- 
rament accomplishes. It is in the Word proclaimed that faith is created, and 
it is in faith that the bread and wine are effectually received. The Word is 
completed in the Eucharist. The Word believed leads the people of God to 


the actual feasting on the body and blood of Christ. As Jean Tillard puts it: 


At the root of the church of God, word and sacrament are one whole. Without 
the word and the faith it arouses, the sacrament is only an empty ritual; with- 
out the Eucharist, the word does not lead believers into the depths of the 
“mystery.” It is not by accident that the reaffirmation of the ecclesiology of 
communion at Vatican II coincided with the rediscovery of the role of the 


word and the renewal of the mission.” 


There is a logical priority of Word over sacrament, just as there is a logical 
priority of revelation over response. But Word is not complete without sac- 
rament. We hear the Word preached as a divine epiphany, and we respond 
by eating and drinking. Going back to Justin’s description of worship, we 
notice six elements: 

1. reading of Scriptures: Old Testament and New Testament 


2. sermon 


3. intercessory prayers for the people 
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á. bringing in of bread and wine 
5. the great prayer of thanksgiving 
6. Communion: bread and wine 


Quite obviously, for Justin the Eucharist was the culminating experience 
of worship. The proclamation of the Word is completed only in the eucha- 
ristic celebration. Just as the prophets prepared the way for the incarnation 
of the Word, the liturgy of the Word is a preparation for the Eucharist. And 
just as the Word’s becoming flesh constitutes the decisive moment of God’s 
revelation, the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ is the decisive mo- 
ment of the liturgy of the Eucharist. Thus von Allmen insists that “in a place 
of worship the pulpit must not overshadow the communion table.””” 

This process reveals the thoroughly eschatological character of worship. 
That is to say, the whole worship of the church is a movement toward ful- 
fillment: of Word culminating in sacrament, of Word inspiring faith and thus 
preparing believers for the feast, which in turn points to the kingdom still to 
come. Again, in the words of von Allmen: 


Divine worship is an eschatological event. Its whole procedure is a sort of 
echo of the incarnation and a prefiguration of worship in heaven. It is an echo 
of the incarnation in that it includes, like the ministry of Jesus, what one could 
call a “Galilean” moment—centred on the sermon—and a “Jerusalemite” mo- 
ment—centred on the eucharist. These two elements, indispensable in the or- 
dinary worship of the Church, are conditioned by one another. The preaching 
of the Kingdom could not have been properly understood if Jesus had not 
sealed it with His blood; but neither could the crucifixion have been under- 
stood if Jesus had not prepared it by His prophetic ministry. The same is true 


of the relation between sermon and communion.” 


To say that the Word culminates in the sacrament does not, however, imply 
that preaching itself has no spiritual effects. For it too is a sacramental act. It 
is God’s Word coming in human words Gust as the eternal Word is revealed 
in human flesh). But preaching must be shaped by and directed toward what 
is objectively revealed in the Eucharist: God’s gift of his Son to be our spiritual 
food and the means of real participation in the communion of the triune God. 
If preaching does not have this eucharistic orientation and focus, it no longer 
qualifies as the proclamation of the gospel. This is what happens when wor- 
ship is not shaped by the Eucharist. Preaching then takes a life of its own, and 
before long all sorts of “gospels” are proclaimed in the name of Christ. 
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Finally, to say that Word culminates in the sacrament suggests that they 
are not two discrete acts in the service but form “one single act of wor- 
ship,”” part of the same continuum of worship. The reason for their singu- 
larity is that they are united around Christ. The liturgy of the church is pat- 
terned after the “liturgy” of the Son of God.” Both Word and Eucharist 
constitute a single rite because both have their basis in the incarnation and 
they share the same sacramental character. Preaching, too, is a sacramental 
act which in itself has spiritual effects. Reformed theologian von Allmen has 
most forcefully presented the case for the sacramental character of preach- 
ing. “Preaching is . . . speech by God rather than speech about God.” It is 
“an echo of the humble and despised incarnation of the Word, an anticipa- 
tion of the indisputable glory of that same Word.”* 


Just as, in Jesus Christ, God remains fully Himself in a man, without that man 
being in consequence dehumanized; and just as this duality of nature does not 
infringe the unity of the person: so, in preaching, the Word of God resounds 
in, under and with the words of its messenger, without those words ceasing 
in consequence to be completely human.” 


Because both Word and sacrament have their basis in the God-man, Jesus 


Christ, the “primordial Sacrament,”” 


Christian worship takes on what Geof- 
frey Wainwright calls “the Christ pattern” and is essentially sacramental.” All 
the sacraments point to this central reality of the incarnation, “the personal 


embodiment of the meeting between God and humanity.” 


THE EUCHARISTIC ORIENTATION OF THE LITURGY 

All sacraments have this common feature: they are ordinary things and ac- 
tions that communicate spiritual realities. They are “symbols” that “cast to- 
gether” (symballein) the human and the divine, and this unity has its basis 
in the incarnation, the perfect union between the divine and human natures 
in the one person Jesus Christ. In the words of Geoffrey Preston, “Sacramen- 
tality is rooted in Jesus as the dialogue, conversation, meeting between God 
and man, and between man and God.”” 

But among all the sacraments the Eucharist holds a place of special im- 
portance. Not only is it the culmination of the liturgy, as noted above, but it 
is also the sacrament by which Christ gives wholly of himself to the whole 
church.” It concerns the person of Christ himself, whereas the other sacra- 
ments concern the activity of Christ in the church. This is why other sacra- 
ments are done with or in the presence of the Eucharist.” Further, whereas 
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”38 deal with individual members of the 


baptism and other “sacramentals 
church and their purpose is to integrate the individual into the church, the 
Eucharist deals with the church itself. The church “is fulfilled in the Eucharist 
and each sacrament . . . finds its natural end, its fulfillment in the Eucha- 


rist.”” 


The Eucharist is tied to Christ himself in a way that no other action or 
event is. Just as Jesus tied himself to certain actions of his people, so that 
when we feed the hungry, for example, we are said to be doing it to him, 
similarly in the Eucharist Jesus has covenanted to tie himself to certain ac- 
tions involving bread and wine.“ In the Emmaus story of the postresurrec- 
tion appearance, Jesus Christ was not readily recognized even by his own 
disciples but was recognized in the breaking of bread.“ In the Eucharist we 
are entering into the life of Christ; through the Eucharist we are made his 
body—the communion between Christ and his people and among his peo- 
ple. This is why it is called the “sacrament of sacraments.” 

In the light of this fact, the worship of the church could be further char- 
acterized as essentially eucharistic. The worship of the church is essentially 
eucharistic because it is the Eucharist that makes the church uniquely what 
it is. The early church understood this principle by restricting the Com- 
munion meal to believers who were baptized and in good standing with 
the church. Not only catechumens but also those under church discipline 
were excluded from Communion, though they were not excluded from 
hearing the Word. Here we see the difference in function between Word 
and sacrament. The Word calls people to the church, whether unbelievers 
or erring believers, and seeks to form or reform them, whereas the Eucha- 
rist “defines the fellowship of the church.”” It is indeed a communion meal 
and meant to be for those who are in full communion with the church— 
thus the invitation given at the meal: “Holy things for holy people.” Even 
catechumens are deemed to be not yet in full fellowship with the church. 
As Peter Brunner puts it, they have worship “done on them” but are not 
“sponsors of worship.” 

The sacraments as a whole and the Eucharist in particular demonstrate a 
certain givenness about the truth they signify. The people eating the Lord’s 
Supper are in actual communion; anything less than the reality will not do. 
For this reason it is the means of church discipline. When Communion is 
withheld from one under discipline, the church is saying that there is a se- 
rious breach of truth in the person’s life. Similarly, when it is withheld from 
those not yet baptized, the church is saying that the truth will not be fully 
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actualized in them until they are fully incorporated into the body of Christ.“ 

Eucharist as communion. If the church is the extension of the work of 
the triune God (chapter one) and worship is the way to realize the church 
(chapter two), then the Eucharist is the supreme expression of the worship 
that realizes the church. Through the Eucharist the Spirit actualizes the com- 
munion between Christ and his body and between the members of his body. 
Communion is at the heart of the Eucharist. In much of church history, how- 
ever, this was often marginalized and largely replaced by the focus on the 
mystery of the Real Presence. The result of the latter emphasis has been to 
encourage the development of an individualistic eucharistic devotion rather 
than an ecclesial communion.” For example, a prominent feature of late me- 
dieval piety and seventeenth-century Puritan devotion is the meditation on 
the Eucharist. The Eucharist came to mean largely a one-to-one communion 
between the believer and Christ. Instead of its being a public celebration, 
“ But the re- 


: 2 : 47 : 
covery of communioecclesiology in recent years” has restored communion 


the Eucharist functioned as a means to arouse personal piety. 


to the center of the eucharistic celebration.” 

Eucharistic communion begins with the fact of who we are and what we 
are meant to be “in Christ.” First, salvation is not just “my own personal re- 
lationship with Jesus Christ”; it is “to be inserted into a body animated by 
the Spirit of God, the body of Christ, the Church.”” To be saved is to become 
branches of the true vine (Jn 15:1-8) and stones in a building (Eph 2:20-22). 
This relationship with Christ as members of his body, branches in the vine 
and stones in a building also implies relationship with one another. Com- 
munion in the fullest sense is always one-and-many and many-and-many, 
and that relationship is effected by the Spirit, who joins the members as one 
body with the Head, engrafts the branches to the vine and cements the 
stones together to make one building. 


Whoever is “in Christ” and “in the Spirit” never is in a relation of one to one 
with God. Because life “in Christ” implies not only the other that Christ Jesus 
is, and under whose sway one lives, but also others, the members of the body 
of Christ to which one is not added but “associated” in the same way, Paul 
explains, as the eyes is associated with the hand, the weaker members with 
the stronger ones, so that “if one member suffers, all suffer together with it 
...” The life that is reconciled with God is led with others, and this by its very 
nature. It is not only a life in the church but—the nuance is of crucial impor- 


tance—a life from and by the church.” 
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The communion that is triune in character is a unique communion that 
has no parallel in human communities. It is a communion that transcends 
all human distinctions, binding together Jews and Gentiles, bond and free, 
male and female (Gal 3:28). John Chrysostom, like many of the church fa- 
thers, used the analogy of the many grains that go into the making of one 
loaf of bread to emphasize not only the reality of communion in Christ but 
also the all-transcending nature of that communion. 


If some are endowed with worldly honors or the splendor of riches, if they 
take pride in their being highborn or having glory in this present life, here they 
are placed on the same footing as beggars and those in rags or, as it happens, 
the blind and crippled. And they are not indignant over this because they 
know that none of these distinctions apply in the spiritual realities where what 


counts is only the good disposition of the soul.” 


Such communion is possible only because it is the work of the Spirit that 
animates the body of Christ. So according to Augustine’s mystagogical teach- 
ing, if Christians are to live by the Spirit of Christ, they must be in the body 
of Christ. Just as “my body lives by my spirit and your body by your spirit,” 
”52 As Christians 


feed on Christ, they are being energized by the Spirit or “baked” by the fire 


so “the body of Christ can live only by the Spirit of Christ. 


of the Spirit to become one loaf. The Spirit plays a critical role in the trans- 
formation. This is why the Spirit is invoked in the consecration of the bread 
and wine so that these gifts “may be to us the body and blood of Christ.” 
The epiclesis does not necessitate any particular theory of how ordinary 
bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ. The prayer’s assertion 
in its plea for the coming of the Spirit in the eucharistic meal is that by means 
of ordinary bread and wine God has given us real spiritual bread through 
the action of the Spirit. 


Hear us, O merciful Father, we most humbly beseech thee; and grant that by 
the power of thy Holy Spirit, we, receiving these thy creatures of bread and 
wine, according to thy Son our Saviour Jesus Christs holy institution, in re- 
membrance of his death and passion, may be partakers of his most blessed 
body and blood.” 


The epiclesis is not so much a prayer for a miracle as an acknowledg- 
ment of a mystery—a mystery that has its basis in the Word becoming 
flesh, so that at the Eucharist we can truly say that that “which we have 
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have 
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touched,” is indeed the Word of life (1 Jn 1:1). By feeding on Christ “by 
faith” at the eucharistic meal, we become the communion-ecclesia. 


EUCHARIST AS SACRIFICE 

I noted earlier that the mission of the church, particularly the preaching of 
the gospel, is to be understood as a liturgical act: the offering up of the Gen- 
tiles as acceptable sacrifices to God. This is but one of many sacrificial acts 
that are summed up in the eucharistic sacrifice. The Protestant aversion to 
using sacrificial language in connection with the Eucharist has led to an im- 
poverishment in their understanding of this sacrament of sacraments. One 
needs to be clear in what sense the Eucharist is not a sacrifice. It is not a 
sacrifice in the same sense as Christ’s offering up of himself is a sacrifice for 
the sins of the world. That is the once-for-all, unrepeatable sacrifice. Our 
sacrifice can never be an offering meant to appease God and atone for sin. 
To insinuate that possibility in any way is, in Luther’s words, to commit blas- 
phemy. We cannot initiate anything in the Eucharist—nor even in non- 
eucharistic worship. We can only respond, as I have been saying all along, 
to God's initiative—and even that response is made possible by the indwell- 
ing Spirit. So any talk of sacrifice has to be understood in terms of response 
to God’s great gift of salvation, the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ. 

There are at least three sacrifices the church offers up to God during the 
Communion. If we follow what Gregory Dix calls the “four-action shape” of 
the Eucharist—offertory, prayer, fraction and communion” —it is obvious 
that the first sense in which the term sacrifice could be applied is the offer- 
ing of our gifts to God with thanksgiving. The offertory is the first action 
involving the bringing of bread and wine to the Communion table. This is 
the fourth action in Justin’s order. But in what sense it is an offering? It is 
interesting that one of the arguments Irenaeus used against the Gnostics was 
that the Eucharist (which Gnostic Christians also celebrated) itself shows the 
goodness of creation. Jesus’ blessing of bread and wine was his way of 
teaching his disciples to offer up the firstfruits of creation to God so that they 
would be neither “unfruitful nor ungrateful.”” In seeking to overturn the 
Gnostic argument by pointing out that in the eucharistic celebration we offer 
up the firstfruits of creation in thankfulness and receive through God’s ac- 
tion the body and blood of Christ, Irenaeus teaches us an important lesson 
about the way God’s creation gifts are to be received. They are to be ac- 
cepted with gratitude and offered back to God with thanksgiving; God has 
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returned them to us as spiritual food nourishing us to eternal life: 


For we offer to Him His own, announcing consistently the fellowship and 
union of the flesh and Spirit. For as bread, which is produced from the earth, 
when it receives the invocation of God, is no longer common bread, but the 
Eucharist, consisting of two realities, earthly and heavenly; so also our bodies, 
when they receive the Eucharist, are no longer corruptible, having the hope 
of the resurrection to eternity. 

Now we make offering to Him, not as though He stood in need of it, but 
rendering thanks for His gift, and thus sanctifying what has been created. . . . 
He stood in no need of them that they might learn to serve God: thus is it, 
therefore, also His will that we too should offer a gift at the altar, frequently 


i 3 tact 56 
without intermission. ° 


The Eucharist is so called because it is a thanksgiving for what God has 
done for us in Christ. God uses ordinary things to communicate spiritual 
food to his people. This thankful attitude formed at the eucharistic meal re- 
verberates through all aspects of life. It is no coincidence that thanksgiving 
is associated with eating and drinking. Eating and drinking are basic to life, 
and we are to eat and drink in grateful acknowledgment that everything we 
have in life is a gift from God. Life in Eden began with and was ordered 
around eating (Gen 2:16-17), and in the new creation it will be consum- 
mated with another meal: the marriage supper of the Lamb. 

There is something profoundly significant in this fact: what we regard as 
a very mundane activity is actually something that defines human beings’ ba- 
sic existence in relationship to God. Alexander Schmemann has aptly ob- 
served: 


In the Bible the food that man eats, the world of which he must partake in 
order to live, is given to him by God, and it is given as communion with God. 
The world as man’s food is not something “material” and limited to material 
functions, thus being different from, and opposed to, the specifically “spiri- 
tual” function by which man is related to God. All that exists is God’s gift to 
man, and it all exists to make God known to man, to make man’s life com- 
munion with God. . . . God blesses everything he creates, and, in biblical lan- 
guage, this means that he makes all creation the sign and means of his 


f Sin 5, 
presence and wisdom, love and revelation. 


Life, as God originally intended it, is meant to be wholly sacramental, 
wholly oriented toward thanksgiving (eucharistia). Redemption restores 
this basic eucharistic nature of life, so that we may once again eat and drink 
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to the glory of God (1 Cor 10:31). The thanksgiving is brought to its sharpest 
focus in the Great Thanksgiving prayer (the second of the “four actions”). 
Here is recalled the great work of redemption, what God has done for us in 
Christ and how the church must respond: with thankfulness. As an old gos- 
pel song puts it, redemption must be the “theme of our song.” Thus we read 
in Revelation that the theme of the saints’ celebration is the “Song of Moses” 
and the “Song of the Lamb” (Rev 15:3). But the attention focused on God in 
the eucharistic celebration should echo beyond the church walls into the 
world in our proclamation of the gospel and our daily living—in the eucha- 
ristia before every meal. Eucharistically oriented worship provides not only 
the model but also the means for the sanctification of all of life’s mundane 
acts. We begin to recover what was God’s original intention in creation. Life 
in the world was never meant to be bifurcated into a “secular” realm and a 
“sacred” realm, but all of life is to be lived “to the glory of God,” and all of 
life’s gifts are to be received with thanksgiving. 

In many modern eucharistic liturgies, the offertory is also the time when 
the gifts of the people are received. This brings us to the second usage of 
sacrifice: thanksgiving is also expressed concretely in terms of care for the 
poor. Thanksgiving translates into the sacrifice of mercy and service. The 
writer to the Hebrews joins thanksgiving and service to others together as 
sacrifices pleasing to God: “Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer 
to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that confess his name. And do 
not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God 
is pleased” (Heb 13:15-16). The New Testament seems to suggest that this 
was the standing practice of Jesus and his disciples. At the last supper with 
his disciples Jesus told Judas Iscariot, “What you are about to do, do 
quickly,” and his disciples took this to mean that since Judas was in charge 
of the common purse, Jesus was instructing him “to buy what was needed 
for the Feast, or to give something to the poor” Jn 13:27-29). This was not 
a novel practice but was derived from the Jewish practice of distributing a 
“basket for the poor” on the eve of the sabbath.” 

Thus the earliest accounts of eucharistic celebrations also mention the 
care for the poor. In the account of Christian worship in Justin Martyr quoted 
above, Justin goes on to say: 


And they who are well to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what 
is collected is deposited with the president, who succours the orphans and 


widows, and those who, through sickness or any other cause, are in want, and 
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those who are in bonds, and the strangers sojourning among us, and in a word 


; 59 
takes care of all who are in need.” 


Third, the church, in gratefulness for the gift of eternal life freely given 
and received, offers up itself as a holy and living sacrifice. As the Book of 
Common Prayer (1549) puts it, 


And here we offer and present unto thee, O Lord, ourselves, our souls and 
bodies to be a reasonable, holy and lively sacrifice unto thee; humbly beseech- 
ing thee, that whosoever shall be partakers of this holy communion, may wor- 
thily receive the most precious body and blood of thy Son Jesus Christ; and 
be fulfilled with thy grace and heavenly benediction, and made one body with 


thy Son Jesus Christ, that he may dwell in them, and they in him.” 


The offering up of the church as a living sacrifice is in response to the 
sacrifice of Christ offered once for all. In the Eucharist the church “is trans- 
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formed into the sacrifice it celebrates.” This self-sacrifice is expressed con- 
cretely in service in the world: “Almighty God, we thank thee for feeding us 
with the body and blood of thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Through him we 
offer thee our souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice. Send us out in the 
power of thy Spirit to live and work to thy praise and glory. Amen.”” 

Service entails many things. I referred earlier to the proclamation of the 
gospel and the “offering up of the Gentiles” as sacrifices to God (Rom 
15:16). Service also involves the use of the gifts given by the Spirit to each 
member of Christ’s body for the building up of the entire body (1 Cor 12— 
14). The problem in the church at Corinth, as commentators have noted, is 
a lack of real unity, that is, a lack of awareness of being the body of Christ.“ 
In the chapter preceding the discussion of spiritual gifts in 12—14, Paul 
strongly rebukes them for failing to “discern the Lord’s body” at the Lord’s 
table (1 Cor 11:29). 

The Eucharist provides the context for understanding ministry to one an- 
other, a ministry that should lead to the building up of the entire body of 
Christ. There is a fine balance that needs to be maintained if we are to avoid 
either of two extremes in this ministry. One is to so tie charisms to the 
priestly ministry that little remains for the laity to do. For instance, why 
should the gifts of healing be considered a priestly prerogative? This has 
been the weakness of traditional Catholicism and Orthodoxy, although cur- 
rently attempts are being made to correct it. On the other hand, failure to 
exercise the gifts of the Spirit within a eucharistic context has resulted in the 
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gifts’ causing division within the body of Christ instead of edification. This 
has been the case with free church and Pentecostal traditions, although in 
recent years some from within these traditions have come to embrace the 
sacramental nature of worship and its effect on ministry.” 

But the supreme sacrifice is the laying down of one’s life for one’s “friends” 
Qn 15:13). It is suggested that John 13 is the Johannine Eucharist just as John 
20:22 is the Johannine Pentecost.” The example of mutual service (foot wash- 
ing) and the giving of the “new commandment” to love one another, by 
which all will know that “you are my disciples” (Jn 13:34-35)—these sacrifi- 
cial acts are set in the context of a meal that was to be Jesus’ last supper with 
his disciples (cf. Jn 13:1). Christ’s own sacrifice will effect these sacrificial acts 
in his disciples: “the osmosis . . . between the ‘sacrifice’ of the Lord and Mas- 
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>! The theme of communion between 


ter and the ‘sacrifice’ of his disciples. 
Christ and his disciples continues in John 15 with the imagery of the vine and 
branches and culminates in the call to the disciples to lay down their lives 
just as he lays down his life for his “friends.” Communion in the body of 
Christ is no less than loving to the point of death, just as Christ himself, in 
love, humbled himself and became obedient even to death (cf. Phil 2:8). This 
is how Paul understands his ministry in relation to the church: “But even if I 
am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming 
from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you” (Phil 2:17). 

The Eucharist as communion and sacrifice has opened up a profound 
understanding of the nature of the ecclesial life. All sociological categories 
are transcended precisely when this life is understood as eucharistic com- 
munion and sacrifice. That is to say, the ecclesial life is strictly speaking not 
our life but the life that the triune God graciously shares with his people 
through the redemptive work of Christ, so that we become partakers of the 
divine nature (2 Pet 2:4) by eucharistically eating his flesh and drinking his 
blood (Jn 6:53-55). Further, we receive that life not by our effort but 
through the gift of the Spirit poured out on the church since Pentecost. It 
is the Spirit who unites the people of God to Christ, making them the body 
of Christ, branches in the vine, living stones of the temple; it is the Spirit 
who makes effectual by synergizing his work with the work of the people 
of God in the liturgy. 


THE ESCHATOLOGICAL ORIENTATION OF THE LITURGY 


Word and sacrament point to and indeed sustain the utterly basic eschato- 
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logical nature of Christian existence. As Wainwright has pointed out, the 
Word reminds the church of what is “still necessary”: it still needs to pro- 
claim the kingdom until it comes; the Eucharist meanwhile reminds it of 
what is “already possible” here: it has already received the firstfruits of the 
new creation.” Similarly, Schmemann argues for a “liturgical dualism” con- 
sisting of the synaxis (the service of the Word) and Eucharist as the basic 
configuration of the liturgy. Early Christian worship, Schmemann notes, was 
built on the Jewish pattern of synagogue service (synaxis) and the chaburah 
meal (Eucharist), because the first Christians understood themselves as ful- 
filling what was promised to Israel.” Precisely because of their understand- 
ing of inheriting the promise of God to Israel, their eschatological orienta- 
tion did not dissolve their interest in time (synaxis). The Eucharist highlights 
the eternal dimension of the liturgy. It is the actualization of “a past event in 
all its supra-temporal, eternal reality and effectiveness. . . . All theological 
theories of the Sacrament agree that its meaning lies in the fact that while it 
is performed as a repetition in time, it manifests an unrepeatable and supra- 
temporal reality.””” Schmemann sees this supratemporal reality expressed, 
for instance, in the anaphora, the lifting up of hearts to the Lord. The ana- 
pbora “is the ascension of the Church to heaven.” It is not just about what 
happens to the bread and wine. It is first about what happens to us who are 
constituted the church and are “lifted up” and transfigured!” 

But the Eucharist is celebrated in time. The Eucharist is the “summit” or 
center of worship, but not its sole content.” The ordo of worship includes 
the temporal dimension as well, expressed in the cycles of daily prayers, 
weekly gatherings and yearly festivals. The liturgy of time connects worship 
to the natural cycles of this world. This “liturgical dualism” is based on the 
Christian understanding of the coming of the Messiah as the coming of the 
“last days,” the revelation of the final age. But the special character of this 
age is that while the new is already here, the old has not been completely 
done away with. In other words, the church age, as we normally call it, is 
characterized by eternity-in-time, or, in more familiar language, the eschato- 
logical tension between the “already and not yet.”” This juxtaposing of eter- 
nity and time is what Schmemann means by the calling the liturgy eschato- 
logical. “We can say that it is precisely the eschatology of the new cult which 
in turn postulates the old cult as the liturgy of time, since this eschatology 
is itself in relation to time, and only in relation to time can it be ultimately 


and truly eschatology, i.e., a manifestation and actualization (eschaton).”™* 
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The vertical movement is set within the daily, weekly and yearly cycles 
of time, the natural rhythm that orders life in the world. The very structure 
of the liturgy expresses the eschatological tension: the church is in the world 
and yet not of the world. It is grasped by the eternal Truth that is Christ, yet 
it exists in a world of change, a world in which ordinary things (bread and 
wine) and acts (eating and drinking) carried out in ordinary time are some- 
how “transfigured” and made the occasions for the transformation of our 
mortal bodies into the likeness of Christ’s glorious body (Phil 3:21). The lit- 
urgy, as Gordon Lathrop puts it repeatedly, “juxtaposes” the old and the 
new, the already and not yet, time and eternity.” This is because liturgy is 
the manifestation of eternity-in-time, of God’s eschatological kingdom. 

If we examine the liturgy connected with each of the time cycles, we en- 
counter this eschatological tension throughout. Take the daily prayers or the 
“liturgy of the hours.” Most modern liturgies of the hours have a fourfold 
structure consisting of an introduction, psalmody, intercession and conclu- 
sion.” Here we discover juxtapositions or sets of dialectic in the very struc- 
ture of the liturgy. There is, first, the dialectic between the introduction and 
the conclusion: the introduction moves us from life lived in the world to li- 
turgical time that is separated from the world, while the conclusion drives 
us back into the world. In psalmody and intercessions we encounter another 
dialectic, that of future fulfillment and present need. The psalms, “an ideal- 
ized and comprehensive recitation of the relationship between God and 
God’s people, . . . [capture] an eschatological moment in which we liturgi- 
cally experience the fullness of God’s love and fidelity.” But the interces- 
sions “bring us back to a soteriological ‘need’ in which we liturgically em- 
brace the brokenness and interdependence of humankind.”” 

The daily rhythm of evening and morning prayers reminds us of the ten- 
sion of the end and beginning.” The Christian life is lived in time—time that 
will end for us one day, an awareness that gives to our present life an ab- 
solute seriousness. We are reminded of the words of Paul: 


The time is short. From now on those who have wives should live as if they 
had none; those who mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if 
they were not; those who buy something, as if it were not theirs to keep; those 
who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world 


in its present form is passing away. (1 Cor 7:29-31) 


Yet the end is not quite the end, not “chaos and old night,”” but sig- 
nals the beginning of something new, of hope and of “death . . . swal- 
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lowed up in victory” (1 Cor 15:54). 

In the Christian weekly cycle worship was moved from the Jewish sab- 
bath to Sunday, the day of the Lord’s resurrection. Sunday is the first day of 
the week, but the early Christians also called it the eighth day. By calling it 
the eighth day, the Christians understood the resurrection event as breaking 
through the earthly limitation of the weekly cycle. Sunday points to the 
transformation of time. It is one of the days of the week, the first day, yet it 
points beyond present time to the new creation, the kingdom “not of this 
world,” the eighth day. “By remaining one of the ordinary days, and yet by 
revealing itself through the Eucharist as the eighth and first day, it gave all 
days their true meaning. It made the time of this world a time of the end, 
and it made it also the time of the beginning.” 

In the Christian year we discover the meaning of feasts: Advent, Easter, 
Pentecost and so on. And as in the daily and weekly cycles, in the Christian 
yearly cycle of feasts we discover the same dialectic of the now-and-not-yet, 
of eternity-in-time, of deep eschatological tension between the old and the 
new creation. 


For the man of the past a feast was not something accidental and “additional”: 
it was his way of putting meaning into his life, of liberating it from the animal 
rhythm of work and rest. A feast was not a simple “break” in the otherwise 
meaningless and hard life of work, but a justification of that work, its fruit, 
its—so to speak—sacramental transformation into joy and, therefore, into free- 
dom. A feast was thus always deeply and organically related to time, to the 
natural cycles of time, to the whole framework of man’s life in the world. And, 
whether we want it nor not, whether we like it or not, Christianity accepted 
and made its own this fundamentally human phenomenon of feast, as it ac- 
cepted and made its own the whole man and all his needs. But, as in every- 
thing else, Christians accepted the feast not only by giving it a new meaning, 
by transforming its “content,” but by taking it, along with the whole of “natu- 


ral” man, through death and resurrection.” 


There is another way in which the eschatological orientation of the liturgy 
is conveyed through the liturgy of time. This is the practice of turning east. 
Ancient churches were built facing east; at baptism the candidate turns east; 
during the eucharistic celebration both celebrant and people face east. In 
turning east the church understands itself as the people of God who “set off 
for the Oriens, for the Christ who comes to meet us”; both are engaged in 
“the common movement forward” toward the eschaton, to await the time 
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when the sun (Son) of righteousness will come with “healing in its wings” 
(Mal 4:2). Joseph Ratzinger insists that this is an essential “orientation” of the 
church in the Eucharist and should not be displaced by a face-to-face closed 
circle, even though nice theological reasons are given ex eventu to explain 
this new configuration.” 

Everywhere we turn, as we celebrate the liturgy of life within the liturgy 
of time, the liturgy confronts us with the truth that Christian existence is ba- 
sically eschatological. We face the same realities that everyone in this world 
faces, its joys and pains, its hopes and disappointments, its dizzying height 
of success and depth of failure, and finally death. But we are not like “those 
who have no hope” (1 Thess 4:13). We are on a journey from “this age” to 
“the age to come.” We are already in the age to come while still in this age. 
This is the peculiar nature of our existence between Pentecost and the pa- 
rousia. It is an existence that is perhaps impossible to realize by any other 
means except by doing the liturgy.” 

This explains why evangelicalism, while readily acknowledging the es- 
chatological nature of Christian existence, has failed to maintain the already- 
not yet dialectic in practice. It relies heavily on the spirituality or theological 
finesse of the individual and lacks a liturgical spirituality that would give 
normative expression to that dialectic. The shape of the liturgy not only 
provides the normative pattern for Christian faith (hence, lex orandi est lex 
credendi), it is also the means that gives normative shape to Christian living 
through the liturgy of time. The world may be deeply conscious of time 
marked by the clock and the movement of the earth (chronos). Within this 
chronological time frame many people aspire to fulfill their dreams—dreams 
that are largely fed by the consumerist culture. The people of God, however, 
live by a different kind of time. Through the liturgy of time, the church deep- 
ens its awareness of living in God’s kairos. It is this awareness that gives to 
Christian living its distinctively eschatological orientation. 


THE MISSIOLOGICAL ORIENTATION OF THE LITURGY 

When Schmemann argues that the liturgy itself expresses a concrete, pri- 
mary theology, he also specifies what the nature of that theology is.“ Speak- 
ing of the worship of the early church, he says, “It was born out of the Chris- 
tian vision and experience of the World, the Church, and the Kingdom, of 
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their fundamental relationship to one another.” That is to say, in the very 


act of assembling (church) on the Lord’s Day (world) to break bread (king- 
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fox 


dom), the church is concretely expressing its understanding of and realizing 
the intimate connection between church, kingdom and world.” But this fun- 
damental relationship can be maintained only if the church does not lower 
the eschatological tension of living in this age and in the age to come. Es- 
chatology sustains the mission of the church. The moment it resolves the 
tension either by becoming totally immersed in this world or by divorcing 
itself from the world, it ceases to be the true hope of the world, even when 
it is involved in all sorts of “mission” activities and programs. 

In the liturgy, the church straddles the kingdom and the world and main- 
tains its dual orientation toward both. Von Allmen compares this dual orien- 
tation to the heart’s pumping blood to keep the body alive. At worship the 
church keeps a “diastole” beat toward the world and a “systole” beat toward 
God.” These two poles, von Allmen further argues, are preserved in the ap- 
plication of two key terms to the church’s worship: Eucharist and Mass. Eu- 
charist “connotes ...a movement... of gathering together, of assembly, to 
become an offering of praise for that which God has done in Jesus Christ for 
the world’s salvation.” Mass, on the other hand, is the movement of going into 
the world when the celebration ends. “These two words describe the very 
movement of the Church in the world, the pulsation of her life in history.”” 
The Supper is the “center” from which the church goes out to the world and 
to which it returns from the world with its “harvest” to offer to the Lord.” 

If we use different imagery, the liturgy may be compared to a journey— 
a journey from this world to the heavenly kingdom and back to this world.” 
In the language of the liturgy, Word and sacrament are bounded by two 
other acts: the gathering and sending forth. As Christians leave the world to 
come together, they are “on their way to constitute the Church, . . . to be 
transformed into the Church of God.” The biblical paradigm for this jour- 
ney is the Mount of Transfiguration. The disciples separated themselves 
from the world and ascended the mountain with Jesus Christ and then re- 
turned to serve. But the basis is the ascension of Christ. In the eucharistic 
prayer (the anaphora) the church is raised up to heaven to join in the heav- 
enly liturgy: “We have entered the Eschaton, and are now standing beyond 


” Tt is from there that the mission of the church begins;” 


time and space. 
from there that Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to constitute the church as his 
Spirit-filled body; from there that, after being given spiritual food, the church 
returns to the world—back in “time”—to love and serve the Lord. 


In the Eucharist, the church is involved in a deep paradox. It is most truly 
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and exclusively the church, since all but the baptized living in full commun- 
ion are excluded from the meal. In that sense the Eucharist in itself is not 
missionary.” Yet this separation and exclusiveness are not to exclude the 
world but are, in Schmemann’s famous phrase, “for the life of the world.” 
“The Church in its separation from ‘this world’ on its journey to heaven re- 
members the world, remembers all men, remembers the whole of creation, 
takes it in love to God. The Eucharist is the sacrament of cosmic remem- 
brance: it is indeed a restoration of love as the very life of the world.”” 
The church is most intimately related to the world precisely by being sep- 
arated from the world, and by being separated it gives true hope to the 
world. The church in the eucharistic celebration, as von Allmen has noted, 


is doubly sacramental, because she stands for the real Presence of the King- 
dom of God in and on behalf of this world, and for the real presence of this 
world before and on behalf of God, but of this world when it has rediscovered 
its “religious” link as being all-important, of this world when it is willing to 
admit its true nature as a creation of God, destined to glorify Him in Christ 
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who has saved it.” 


What this reveals is that the world “subsists” in the church.” The church 
in offering up the firstfruits of creation becomes the firstfruits of the new cre- 
ation (cf. Jas 1:18) and shows what God intends for the world to become. 
The goal of creation is to become church: the church is prior to creation.” 
The church does most for the world when it is least like the world, whereas 
the church that tries very hard to be “relevant” to the world spells doom for 
itself and for the world. 


CONCLUSION 

We have looked at the normative shape of the liturgy in terms of the rela- 
tionship of Word and sacrament. This basic structure is further shown to 
have an eucharistic, eschatological and missiological orientation. These ori- 
entations provide the theological criteria by which any liturgical order must 
be evaluated. Only as the liturgy meets these criteria can it be said to be able 
to truly form the church. There is, however, a further issue that we must ad- 
dress before we examine some of the constituent elements of the liturgy. If 
the liturgy forms the church, how does it do it? This question has arisen be- 
cause of certain hitherto unquestioned assumptions made regarding the re- 
lationship between ecclesial practices and spiritual formation by advocates 
of the “new ecclesiology.” To this question we must now turn. 


— 4 —— 


THE LITURGY 
AS ECCLESIAL PRACTICE 





Mae has been written in recent years on the importance of church 
practice in forming the ecclesial community.’ This interest in church practice 
in part reflects the postmodern preference for the concrete and particular 
over generalizations and abstractions. The focus is less on what the church 
is than on what it does. This shift in focus is significant enough for the new 
emphasis to be called “the new ecclesiology.”” According to Nicholas Healy, 
in traditional ecclesiologies the church is described in its idealized state 
rather than in its actual, concrete reality. Healy calls these “blueprint ecclesi- 
ologies,” and they are inadequate precisely because they fail to take cogni- 
zance of the weaknesses and failures that are very much a part of the con- 
crete church before the eschaton. Too much concentration on an idealized 
concept of the church (represented, for example, by various “models”)* may 
have actually prevented the church from fulfilling its basic tasks as a con- 
crete existence on earth: the pastoral care of its members and its witness to 
the truth in the world.’ 

There are a number of positive features in the new ecclesiologies. First, 
the focus on the church in all its particularities is not meant to be reduction- 
istic. Healy is emphatic that he is not looking at the church merely as a so- 
ciological or institutional reality; rather, its concreteness includes the active 
presence of the Holy Spirit as constitutive of the church. Concreteness is not 
just about the institution’s being called to hand down a set of doctrines and 
practices to the next generation; it is about “a distinctive way of life made 
possible by the gracious action of the Holy Spirit, which orients its adherents 
to the Father through Jesus Christ.” In other words, ecclesial practices are 
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as much the actions of members as the actions of the Spirit; they cannot be 
reduced to social phenomena. 

Second, the focus on the concrete church necessitates a robust defense 
of Christianity’s unique truth claims. After all, if the church is to be under- 
stood in its concrete existence, its specific truth claims must also be taken 
seriously. There is no attempt at fudging its differences with rival truth 
claims under some supposed “common religious experience” as is current 
in foundationalist apologetics. The Christian way of life in all its distinctive- 
ness and concreteness can and must be shown to be consistent with its own 
orientation toward what it perceives to be the ultimately real. Yet this is done 
in a way that is not arrogant, since this ecclesiological apologetics must take 
into account the fact that the church, in its concrete existence, has weak- 
nesses and sins.’ The methodology and concerns of the new ecclesiology 
are well summarized by Stanley Grenz in his call to evangelicals to focus on 
the visible church as the way to evangelical renewal: 


The postmodern situation looks to the church to be the practical demonstra- 
tion of the reality of its message, that is, to be the embodiment of the gospel 
invitation to enter into fellowship with God in the divine triune fullness. In 
such a situation, the ecclesiological question can no longer be answered 
merely by appeal to the true church as an invisible, spiritual reality, together 
with the denominationalist compromise. Rather, the postmodern, pluralist 
context calls for an apologetic evangelical theology that reaffirms the place of 
the church as a people and, in a certain sense, as a soteriologically relevant 


reality.” 


The turn to the particular, however, has raised new concerns. As attention 
shifts to the concrete practices of the church, it is becoming apparent that 
the relationship between practice and ecclesial formation is not as straight- 
forward as commonly assumed. Sometimes good practices in the church do 
not translate into good practices in the world.” Sometimes good practices 
may not have any apparent grounding in good beliefs.” Can we make sense 
of this lack of coherence between beliefs and practices even while acknowl- 
edging that they are closely linked? Furthermore, within the same commu- 
nity the same practice may not be understood in the same way, and this may 
result in members’ being formed in unexpectedly different ways. What, after 
all, are good ecclesial practices, and what are not? How do we tell the dif- 
ference? In other words, the postmodern understanding not only challenges 
us to acknowledge the existence of different communities but also raises the 
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problem of the existence of diversity within each community, of which the 
church is one instantiation. 

The problem of ecclesial practice briefly outlined in the foregoing para- 
graphs requires me to further nuance the previous two chapters’ discussion 
of the relationship between worship and spiritual formation. I would like to 
suggest that the problem could be adequately addressed if it is understood 
in the light of the church’s liturgy as the essential and primary practice. The 
deep structure underlying the church’s liturgy conveys a primary theology 
that gives the practice of the liturgy its inner coherence and shapes the 
church into a coherent community. It is from this coherent liturgy that other 
secondary practices derive their significance as Christian practices. But in the 
final analysis, how the liturgy forms the community can be expressed only 
in terms of the mystery of grace—a mystery one inevitably discovers in the 
practice of prayer. It is from such a theology of the liturgy that we can de- 
velop a sound theology of practice. 

Two main issues need to be addressed if an adequate theology of practice 
is to be developed. One has to do with the personal dimension of ecclesial 
practices and the other with the meaning of the practices. Healy has ob- 
served that even where constitutive practices of church life are concerned 
(the “clearly structured” sorts of practices, like the sacraments), there is a 
failure to establish criteria for determining if they are done well. “Repeated 
performance of behavior patterns does not, of itself, issue in the right for- 
mation of church members nor the acquisition of Christian virtues,” unless 
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“they are performed with appropriate intentions and construals. 
Reinhold Hütter’s assertion that the core practices of the church are the con- 
crete works of the Spirit as an example of this failure.” It is one thing to say 
that the Spirit “is the real agent who actually enables theological inquiry to 
be done fruitfully” but quite another to account for human agents’ failure to 
carry out the practice properly. I think Healy’s critique is fair insofar as we 
need an account of how the Spirit works vis-a-vis the human agent, so that 
we can say that a practice done in such-and-such a way (e.g., with right in- 
tention) and producing certain effects (e.g., a more prayerful life) is a sign 
of the Spirits work. However, one must also ask: are all ecclesial practices 
dependent on their being subjectively appropriated for them to be rightly 
formative? 

Perhaps greater clarity can be achieved at this point if a distinction is 
drawn between two kinds of ecclesial practices: those constitutive practices 
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that belong to the esse of the church and those that belong to its bene esse. 
Practices of the first kind may be called essential practices, those that con- 
stitute the church as church. These essential practices or “marks” are Word 
and sacrament.” The church is that community of people incorporated into 
the body of Christ through baptism in the name of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. They live under the proclamation of the gospel and by the eucharistic 
meal. To identify Word and sacraments as marks of the church is to say that 
they are the determinative means by which the Spirit constitutes the church 
as one holy, catholic and apostolic church.” In that sense they are the con- 
crete works of the Spirit: Word and sacrament objectively form the church. 
Where the Word is rightly preached (i.e., as it is consonant with the gospel) 
and the sacraments rightly administered (“according to Christ’s institution”), 
there the church is objectively present.” They constitute the church by being 
what they are in themselves and quite apart from the intention and other 
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” There is, however, a sub- 


subjective response of the one performing them. 
jective side to it as well, where Word and sacraments are personally appro- 
priated. Here intention, “faith” and right understanding are required of the 
people if they are to be formed. We may say, then, that practices that con- 
stitute the marks of the church have both an objective and a subjective 
pole—a point I shall return to shortly. 

Practices belonging to the bene esse operate somewhat differently. They 
too are the works of the Spirit and constitutive of the church, but in a dif- 
ferent way. Their Christian status depends on how well they are coherently 
linked to the essential practices and the Christian belief system, and their 
ability to form individual Christians depends on how they are personally ap- 
propriated through right understanding and intention. They are subordinate 
to the essential practice, but that does not mean that they are less important, 
for the failure to perform them well may affect the living witness or bene 
esse of the church. Take the practice of hospitality. We could ask: what are 
the criteria to establish a practice like hospitality as a Christian practice? 
Here questions of intention and its link to the larger Christian framework of 
belief are important (see below). We could say, for instance, that hospitality 
is Christian insofar as it is done in the name of Jesus Christ, that is, as an 
outgrowth of the total mission of Christ to the world, and that it forms us 
when we perform it with right intention and understanding. Without such a 
link it would not be appropriate to call it “Christian.” ” 

A second issue has to do with the meaning of practices. It may be 
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granted that ecclesial practices may not form one rightly unless their mean- 
ing is first understood. Healy is particularly critical of attempts at fixing the 
meaning of a practice by the practice itself. According to Healy, most ec- 
clesial practices, even the structured practices like the sacraments, do not 
convey an unequivocal or fixed meaning. Within the same ecclesial com- 
munity different people may understand the same practice differently.” 
Again, this criticism is more apropos to the secondary practices than to the 
essential practices of the church. The marks of the church, particularly 
Word and sacraments, have a long tradition in most churches and carry 
more or less fixed meanings within those communities.” The Eucharist is 
a complex ritual involving the juxtaposition of signs and words. It contains 
within itself a whole web of meaning that, for anyone who participates in 


21 $ 
”2 In this sense 


it regularly, is hard to miss. Its meaning is fixed “officially. 
it is unlike an isolated practice like dipping one’s finger into holy water or 
laying an anointed handkerchief on a sick person, unless these acts are 
properly set within a broader web of meaning.” This is not to deny that 
more could be said about the essential practices. This is why the ancient 
church had its catechumenate, in which the meanings of the essential prac- 
tices were rigorously taught.” This is one practice we will need to look at 
in greater detail later. 

Teaching the meaning of the practices is an important part of church 
practice itself. Hopefully, as one deepens one’s understanding of a practice, 
one is more deeply formed by the practice. Further, the teaching includes 
inculcating right disposition and intention. How a practice is done is just as 
important as knowing what it means. In other words, besides understanding 
the meaning of the practices, we need to inculcate a spirituality of the prac- 
tices if they are to become formative for the whole community. Ecclesial 
practices cannot be considered apart from the larger web of meaning (sys- 
tematic theology) and the attitude and intention in which they are to be car- 
ried out (spirituality). But spiritual formation, as we shall see, is more than 
the application of the truth to oneself; it has an objective dimension as far 
as the essential practice is concerned. 

In summary, the problem of ecclesial practices could be understood in 
terms of the distinction between the church’s essential and secondary prac- 
tices and the different ways in which these practices form the church. The 
essential practices of Word and sacrament are not discrete practices but are 
set within a complex liturgical structure. They constitute, as already noted 
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in the previous chapter, the “shape” of the liturgy, so that we could say that 
the liturgy of Word and sacrament is the primary practice of the church. In 
worship the church is essentially the community making a normative re- 
sponse to the revelation of the triune God. It is from the primary practice of 
the liturgy that we can understand the real nature of other ecclesial practices. 
Further, it is from the liturgy that secondary practices are distinguished as 
ecclesial practices. How does the practice of hospitality, for instance, form 
us as the church of Jesus Christ? We need to go beyond seeing the ecclesial 
community as just an instantiation of dynamic, socially coherent traditioning 
bodies, like the ancient Greek polis. The key to understanding and appro- 
priating ecclesial practices is to ground them in the liturgy. 


THE LITURGY AS THE PRACTICE PAR EXCELLENCE 

Worship is the word of the people of God in response to the coming of the 
Word.” It is a response to God’s initiative of revealing himself in Jesus Christ 
and the Spirit. In this act, as noted in chapter two, the church’s identity as 
church is revealed. This implies that the practice of worship constitutes the 
primary practice of the church. The worship of the church, normalized in 
the liturgy, is what makes the church the church. 

But how does the liturgy form the church? Earlier I referred to the 
church’s essential practices as having an objective and a subjective pole, the 
former being determined by the objective marks of the church while the lat- 
ter is their personal appropriation. I would like to elaborate on these two 
poles by employing a schema widely used in liturgical studies: the distinc- 
tion between a “cathedral” and a “monastic” way of praying.” These two 
ways of praying could be said to correspond to the two poles of ecclesial 
practices and may help to clarify the nature of ecclesial practices. “Cathe- 
dral” prayer places objective emphasis on who God is through thanksgiving 
and praise. It is, in the strict sense, corporate prayer or the prayer of the 
church. “Monastic” prayer, on the other hand, aims at personal appropria- 
% Cathedral 
prayer proclaims the truth objectively, while monastic prayer seeks to inter- 


tion. It tends to be individualistic, meditative and devotional. 


nalize the truth in one’s own life. Perhaps the cathedral prayer in its objec- 
tivity has the tendency to become ritualistic, a tendency that monastic prayer 
seeks to overcome. But the two should not be treated as antithetical. There 
is no reason that the objective focus on God should be practiced in a de- 
tached manner, divorced from its inner reality and meaning. In any case, ca- 
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thedral prayer conveys its own distinctive “experience” quite apart from 
conscious attempts at internalization. Cathedral prayer puts the individual 
into the corporate life of the church, while monastic prayer seeks to make 
the prayer of the church one’s own. 

The distinction between these two ways of praying is important if only 
to point out that the formation of Christian character should not be made to 
depend entirely on the Christian’s personal appropriation through right dis- 
position and intention, however important these may be. Often it is those 
objective “marks” that shape us subtly, even before we are aware of their 
formative effects. This is not an idealization from a “blueprint ecclesiology” 
but an experienced reality, as the Nobel laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer 
pointed out in one of his novels, The Penitent: “The deeds must come first. 
Long before the child knows that it has a stomach, it wants to eat. Long be- 
fore you reach total faith, you must act in a Jewish way. Jewishness leads to 
faith. I know now that there is a God.”” 

This is especially the case if we consider Word and sacrament as the 
marks of the church. These practices are embodied in a liturgical structure 
that has remained more or less stable throughout the church’s long history 
and that defines the basic content of liturgical prayer.” As prayer, the liturgy 
has the same determinative characteristic as ascetical prayer. That is to say, 
the liturgy itself, as the common prayer of the church, is determinative of 
ecclesial formation. But it forms us, not because we make the conscious ef- 
fort to be formed by it through such ascetical acts as meditation, but by its 
own inherent power to form us and in its own distinct way. In Paul Brad- 


shaw’s words: 


Recalling to mind what God has done, we are interpreting our human expe- 
rience in religious terms; we are making our credal confession of faith; we are 
proclaiming our gospel to the world; we are restoring ourselves and all cre- 
ation to a relationship of holiness to God; and all this not for ourselves but so 
that God may be glorified.” 


Theologically, this is what it means to call it the work of the Spirit. The 
actual gathering and celebration of the liturgy is where the church is made 
visible and realizes itself as church, the visible sign of the kingdom of God.” 
There is something decisive and determinative in the very act of gathering 
and celebrating Word and sacrament. As Schmemann reminds us, in worship 
the church is “manifesting, creating and fulfilling herself as the body of 
Christ.” There is a corporate spirituality that is realized in the act of wor- 


92 LITURGICAL THEOLOGY 


ship, a spirituality that is more than the aggregate spiritualities of individual 
members. Over time this pervading “spirit” of the liturgy will have its unseen 
effect on individual members and form them into members of the body of 
Christ. Some understanding is needed, and we may safely assume that 
where Word and sacrament are properly carried out, true understanding is 
never entirely absent, even if it is mostly implicit and inchoate, since there 
is a “primary theology” present in the very performance of the liturgy.” 

It is the liturgy of Word and sacrament culminating in the eucharistic cel- 
ebration that lays the foundation for a theology of ecclesial practices.” It 
does so in a number of ways. First, it provides a pattern for understanding 
practice. The Eucharist exemplifies a way of doing things which involves ac- 
tion and meaning. It is not merely a set of coordinated actions but includes 
words. It is both word and sign. All practices must conform to this pattern 
if they are to be truly formative. 

Second, it provides the means of establishing other secondary practices as 
ecclesial practices. It holds all the other practices in their proper place in the 
Christian community. It “distills the Christian meaning of the practices [such 
as hospitality] and holds them up for the whole community to see.”” The Eu- 
charist is essentially communion, and communion with God and others in- 
cludes the practice of hospitality.” This is why the eucharistic celebration ends 
with the sending forth “to love and serve the Lord.” Christian hospitality 
grows out of the Christian understanding of life as essentially communion— 
which is grounded in the triune God in eternity and the triune God’s sharing 
of his own life with his creatures in the economy of salvation. This sharing 
reverberates in our sharing with one another. This is why failure to share at 
the Lord’s Table elicited a strong rebuke from the apostle Paul (1 Cor 11). 

Third, the liturgical basis of practice can also be approached from the per- 
spective of the Eucharist as mystery.” To better appreciate this point, we 
need to set it within the broader context of a theology of mystery. A theol- 
ogy of mystery begins with the most basic fact that God in himself is incom- 
prehensible. Incomprehensibility belongs to the nature of God as God.” 
God is mystery in the sense that he is not an “object,” or a “super object” 
existing alongside of other objects, but is the very ground of all existence. 
This truth constitutes the starting point of our theology” and is encapsulated 
in the traditional doctrine of divine transcendence.” Christian theology 
teaches that this transcendent God reveals himself and revelation is God’s 
communication of himself as the incomprehensible God. Thus even in his 
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revelation God remains hidden (Jn 1:18; 6:46; 1 Tim 6:16; 1 Jn 4:20). Chris- 
tian theology seeks to express this idea in terms of the theologia negativa. 
In Protestantism it is most poignantly captured in Luther’s theologia crucis. 
The theologia crucis underscores the fact that the God who reveals himself 
on the cross remains hidden in his revelation.“ Karl Rahner sums up the 
concept of mystery and its importance for theology in this way: 


The essential and permanent incomprehensibility of God precisely as such 
must be the real reason why there is such a thing as mystery (or mysteries). 
And there can only be mysteries of faith in the strict sense where God as God, 
i.e., as incomprehensible, communicates himself. This real self-communica- 
tion (as an event which simultaneously makes itself known) necessarily shares 


in the character of incomprehensibility which belongs to God.” 


Even when we no longer see through a glass darkly, in the beatific vision, 
God’s incomprehensibility cannot be superseded. Human existence, there- 
fore, could be described as grounded in “the abyss of mystery,” and human 
relationship with God could be characterized as openness to mystery. STG 
lose this sense of mystery is to lose what is characteristically the graced life. 

It is in the context of a theology of mystery that we can understand why 
Christian beliefs are traditionally called the mysteries of the faith. God’s self- 
communication is found supremely in the person of Jesus Christ. This reve- 
lation, however, does not mean that God can now be fully grasped, for what 
is communicated is no less than the mystery of the triune God. The economy 
of salvation, in fact, deepens the mystery rather than exhausts it. In the self- 
communication of the triune God in the economy of salvation we encounter 
the mystery of the incarnation: the God who is hidden in human flesh. We 
encounter the mystery of divine grace that transforms sinners to saints 
through the power of the Third Person, the Holy Spirit. These and other doc- 
trines are rightly called the mysteries of the faith because they reveal to us 
something of the God who is incomprehensible. 

At the heart of the church’s practice is the mystery of the liturgy, culmi- 
nating in the Eucharist, where we encounter the mystery of the triune God 
and his transforming grace. Worship is not just one of the many practices of 
the church; it is the church’s definitive practice. To be the church is to be 
the worshiping community responding to the revelation of the divine mys- 
tery. This mystery underlies all other ecclesial practices; how practice forms 
us into graced beings cannot be explained by a mechanistic cause-effect re- 
lationship. To speak of practice changing us is inevitably to encounter the 
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mystery of grace. However grace is understood, whether as acquired or in- 
fused, prevenient or concomitant, its transforming power is experienced as 
a gift, never as something we deserve.“ Sometimes a practice changes us 
without any effort on our part (sine nobis, apart from us); at other times it 
has no apparent effect despite our best intention. Grace can never be within 
our control. This is why true Christianity must reject any form of spiritual 
technology (as seen, for example, among some Third Wave charismatics), 
which is but the modern version of the ancient Pelagian heresy. This is also 
why traditional descriptions of grace are always in terms of bipolarities: pre- 
venient and comcomitant, operating and cooperating, energy and synergy, 
and so on. The doctrine of synergy has sometimes been mistaken for the 
Pelagian heresy that the human will can contribute a part to human salva- 
tion. But properly understood, it simply affirms the truth that God’s grace 
extends to the transformation of the human will, so that it becomes truly free 
for obedience. The doctrine was actually affirmed in the third ecumenical 
Council of Ephesus (431): 


Assuredly free choice is not taken away by this aid and gift of God, but it is 
set at liberty. . . . For He acts in us that we may both will and do what He 
wishes, nor does He allow those gifts to be idle in us which He has given to 
be used and not to be neglected, that we also may be cooperators with the 


grace of God.” 


In other words, we do the work, and yet it is ultimately the work of grace, 
something freely given to us, something that we could only receive as a gift 
(cf. Hiitter’s “suffering divine things”). We cannot predetermine the outcome 
of our practices no matter how correctly they are carried out. For ultimately 
it is grace that forms us and not practices per se, and yet it forms us not apart 
from practice. 

In view of this, real spiritual formation can be cultivated only in the 
spirit of humble acceptance. Humility is the only appropriate posture for 
the church to take toward the graced life. Humility is not one of the many 
virtues to be cultivated alongside of others; it is the defining characteristic 
of the worshiping community. This is the way the Christian spiritual tradi- 
tion has understood it. In the Rule of St. Benedict humility is regarded as 
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the overriding and definitive quality of the Christian life.” It is the virtue 


that makes all other virtues possible. Thus John Calvin, following Chrysos- 
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tom, calls humility “the foundation of our philosophy.” St. Augustine, 


writing to a young student, Dioscorus, has this to say about the way to at- 
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tain the highest good, that is, to know God: 


That way is, first, humility; second, humility; third, humility; and as often as 
you ask, I'll tell you, humility. It’s not that I can’t give you any other precepts, 
but that unless humility comes before, with, and after all our good actions, and 
is the goal we keep before our eyes, the pole we cling to, and the hole that 
contains us; pride wrenches everything out of our hands when we take pleas- 


ure in any good deed.“ 


Now, humility is simply the stance of the church at worship before the 
incomprehensible God. It is the foundational virtue as worship is the foun- 
dational practice. 

The subjective pole of prayer. The posture of humility leads naturally to a 
consideration of the subjective pole of prayer, what liturgical scholars call 
“monastic” prayer. Prayer (and all ecclesial practices, for that matter) is true 
in so far as it is a bumble response to the mystery of grace. To explore this, 
I will use a text from one of the most influential pioneers of monastic spir- 
ituality in the fourth century, Evagrius of Pontus.” What comes through 
clearly in Evagrius’s teaching is a constant juxtaposing of human and divine 
action, of synergy and the mystery of grace. 

Evagrius begins in his prologue with this statement: “The way of prayer is 
twofold: it comprises practice of virtues and contemplation.” Contemplation 
is essentially an act of the intellect, which focuses attentively, without distrac- 
tion (no. 71), on “the inner essences /logoi/ of created things” and then passes 
on to “contemplation of the Logos who gives them their being; and He man- 
ifests Himself when we are in the state of prayer” (no. 52). Contemplation, 
then, is not an act of the discursive intellect but engages the whole person in 
the vision of God. Such a person could be called a theologian, one who 
knows God. This is how we must understand Evagrius’s oft-quoted saying: “If 
you are a theologian, you will pray truly. And if you pray truly, you are a theo- 
logian” (no. 61). What Evagrius means is that the theologian is not a person 
who understands truth merely cognitively but one who embodies it in prayer, 
which is “the intellect’s true and highest activity” (no. 84). True prayer calls for 
a certain disposition, a contemplative engagement with the Truth, the Logos. 

This engagement requires rigorous effort. We need to be “pure and free 
from passion” so that the demons will not distract us from “sinister thoughts” 
(no. 73). “You cannot attain pure prayer while entangled in material things 
and agitated by constant cares. For prayer means the shedding of thoughts” 
(no. 70). True prayer comes with perseverance (no. 88). We grow in our 
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prayer, that is, become more focused on “spiritual knowledge” of God (no. 
86), by persevering in prayer and cultivating “attentiveness” (no. 149). Yet 
prayer is a gift. Sometimes God sends his angel, whose “presence alone 
... puts an end to all adverse energy within the intellect and makes its light 
energize without illusion” (no. 75). In support of this idea, Evagrius cites 
Revelation 8:3, which refers to the angel’s bringing incense before God and 
offering it up with the prayers of the saints. Evagrius understands this to re- 
fer to the grace of prayer “energized through the angel” which “instills 
knowledge of true prayer, so that the intellect stands firm, free from all ag- 
itation, listlessness and negligence” (no. 76). In this way, prayer, “the energy 
which accords with the dignity of the intellect,” is itself energized by the an- 
gel of God. There is a kind of synergy in prayer: in praying we are expend- 
ing the energy of the “intellect,” but at the same time it is energized by the 
angelic hosts. The mystery of grace is again seen in the way Evagrius juxta- 
poses prayer and the virtues. Prayer trains us in the love of God, such that 
even the very presence of an angel could not distract the saint who is pure 
in prayer from continuing his praying (no. 112). At the same time, the culti- 
vation of certain virtues is necessary to make prayer effective, especially 
against the temptations of demons, such as the virtues of humility and cour- 
age (no. 96). In short, vices such as “gluttony, unchastity, avarice, anger, ran- 
cour” hinder prayer (no. 51), while virtues will advance prayer, especially 
the virtue of friendship with God (no. 77). 

Evagrius’s teaching on the practice of prayer is very much in line with the 
larger Christian spiritual tradition. It embodies a number of ascetical princi- 
ples that are basic to any attempt at developing a theology of ecclesial prac- 
tices. The mystery of divine and human action, so central to a theology of 
practice, comes through over and over again. Yet in much of the current dis- 
cussion about ecclesial practices, surprisingly little is said about a theology 
of prayer.” 

There is yet another feature of Evagrius’s teaching on prayer which has 
an important bearing on ecclesial practices. This is his constant reference to 
the demonic (nos. 47, 68, 90, 91, 94-96, 134, 138, 139). As God’s angel assists 
us in our prayer, demons are seeking constantly to hinder prayer through 
distraction and imagination, that is, by casting images into our mind, includ- 
ing even images of God (no. 74). This recognition of the demonic should 
warn us that ecclesial practices are often carried out imperfectly. While Eva- 
grius tends to treat them as minor annoyances (no. 105) that can be kept at 
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bay by continuing prayer (nos. 108-9), modern Christians cannot be so sure, 
especially when prayer (liturgical or otherwise) hardly features in their prac- 
tices. However, if we are praying the prayer of the church (cathedral prayer) 
in a spirit of humility, we can be assured that we are engaging in a practice 
that is rightly formative. 

A spirituality of practice. One of the rules of the spiritual life is that we 
need to engage in practice in a focused manner—with “active participation” 
(actuosa participatio) is how the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy puts 
it.’ Active participation requires, minimally, a certain level of attentive- 
ness—what Martin Thornton calls “the technique of going to church.”” And 
as one grows in ascetical proficiency, one’s level of participation increases 
to include a deepening of understanding and, hopefully, purer motives: 
“right intention and construals.” But we must not suppose that we are being 
formed spiritually because of our active participation. We must particularly 
watch against this tendency at the higher levels of participation, like under- 
standing and intention. Intention itself is not the cause of grace, as if inten- 
tion were some kind of merit that induced God to act. Rather, where spir- 
itual formation occurs, God’s grace and human actions are set in a 
dialectical relationship. This dialectic could perhaps be described as the 
practice of imbibing the spirit of the liturgy. Worship is what we do; yet 
imbibing is, strictly speaking, something we do “pathically,” to use Hutter’s 
term. That is to say, we do not grasp the mystery but are grasped by it. 
Another reason we must be wary of making intention too determinative is 
that one never quite knows when one is intending aright. Intention may be 
either conscious or unconscious. Below conscious intention lies a much 
larger reservoir of unconscious intention that is hidden from even our- 
selves. In view of its ambiguity, the Christian spiritual tradition discourages 
us from becoming too introspective over our hidden motives. In fact, noth- 
ing is more debilitating to one’s spiritual formation than to be constantly 
wondering if one is intending aright. 

Self-examination is, strictly speaking, not something we do by ourselves; 
we always stand “before God” (coram deo) in all our actions with our con- 
scious or unconscious motives. God alone sees the heart, and sometimes he 
comes with friendly encouragement and at other times with “severe mercy,” 
but always in friendship. The relationship is always a graced relationship.” 
It is in the context of friendship with God that we carry on our practices of 
eating and drinking and “by faith” feed on Christ to life eternal.” In cultivat- 
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ing relationship with God, and through God with others, we are formed 
spiritually. Yet bow that happens will remain as mysterious as how bread 
and wine become the means of receiving the body and blood of Christ. 


CONCLUSION 

Because worship is the defining practice of the church, it “provides the pri- 
mary source for the nourishment of the Christian spiritual life.”” Over time 
worship will have a deep and abiding effect on the practitioners. In worship 
we are doing something. We are reenacting the Christian Story, reliving its 
reality, imbibing its truth. There is a certain newness or freshness in the 
speaking and acting. We are not merely repeating some ideas from the past 
but are engaged in a “rubric” or pattern of actions of re-presenting them in 
the here and now.” 

All these liturgical words and actions, however, are more than a socializ- 
ing process; we are engaged in a practice that is strictly speaking not of our 
own making. First, the practice is a fitting response to the revelation of the 
triune God. The church could not have responded in any other way than 
the way it did. This normative response is embodied in the shape of the lit- 
urgy, which conveys a primary theology. Second, while it is we who wor- 
ship, worship is human action juxtaposed to divine action, a synergy of di- 
vine-human acts. Worship is where the saving activity of Christ is carried on 
by members of his body in the power of the Spirit.” It is the action of Head 
and members in the power of the Spirit. In the ultimate analysis, liturgical 
actions are transforming because it is the Spirit who gives life: the Spirit’s 
action is joined with and confirmed by our action. Robert Taft sums it up 
well: “If the Bible is the Word of God in the words of men, the liturgy is the 
saving deeds of God in the actions of those men and women who would 
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live in him.”” The issue is not whether we are doing it with “right intention 
and construals” but whether we are actively doing it. This is not to say that 
right intention and construals are unimportant but that spiritual formation 
must not be made to depend entirely on how one responds. 

In summary, as long as Christians are practicing a normative liturgy, that 
is, praying the prayer of the church, one may rightly assume that spiritual 
formation is taking place, notwithstanding their inadequate understanding 
and motivation. To affirm otherwise would be to deny the reality of grace 
and its mysterious workings. Such a theology of practice must form the basis 


of our liturgical practices, which are the subject of the next three chapters. 





Part Two 


PRACTICES 
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THE 
CATECHUMENATE 





W. live in a world dominated by the twin global phenomena of tech- 
nology and consumerism. Technology drives the consumerist culture by cre- 
ating consumer demands and at the same time by providing the means to 
satisfy the demands. But technology is changing so rapidly that success in 
the marketplace depends on the speed with which one adapts to change. It 
is not uncommon in many societies today for one to be employed, re- 
trenched, retrained and reemployed in a new job at least once in the course 
of one’s working life—if one gets to complete the cycle. Many do not and 
remain unemployed for long periods. Not only is one expected to learn new 
skills and switch jobs, one is also expected to work in different places in a 
globalized market, play multiple roles and engage in “multitasking.” 

The driving force behind this revolution is information technology. 
Within a relatively short period of time, IT has radically changed the way 
people live and, more alarmingly, how they understand themselves. There 
is no question that “technological man” of the twenty-first century has lost a 
sense of an enduring self, a stable identity; in its place stands the “plastic” 
or “distributed self,” inhabiting different worlds, playing constantly shifting 
roles, such that it is difficult to determine what is one’s true identity, because 
technology has blurred the distinction between reality and “virtual reality.”' 
The cyberworld is perhaps the most obvious example of an alternative 
world in which people live out their multiple selves. We see this especially 
in the Internet chatroom, from which fantasies are sometimes acted out in 
real life. 

This situation is very unlike what life was like even as recently as a gen- 
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eration ago. The mindset of modernity still preserved the notion of a stable 
self unified around “reason” and sustained by industrial progress. And if we 
go further back to premodern societies, whether Christian or non-Christian, 
life was generally governed by a vision of some universal principle, how- 
ever differently that principle was articulated: God, the Dao, paramatman, 
“heaven” (as in Confucianism). Take the matter of work. In a premodern so- 
ciety a person was likely to live in one place and have one occupation for 
most of his life. An occupation was a lifelong, life-defining vocation or call- 
ing.” But under the impact of postmodernity, the stable identity, universal 
vision and metanarrative of modernity lie shattered. From its ruins emerges 
the consumer (including the religious consumer) who creates his or her own 
identity, vision and story out of a plethora of choices that technology has 
made available and the advertising media want him or her to believe he or 
she has. 

Within this postmodern milieu the evangelical-charismatic church finds it- 
self in deep theological and moral ambiguity. On the one hand, it continues 
to use the language of Scripture to describe its central concerns. If one goes 
to an average evangelical church today, one will not fail to notice the intense 
outpouring of concern for mission and social responsibility. This concern is 
often articulated with increasing sophistication with massive statistics to 
back it up (made available through IT). If one enters a charismatic church, 
the one word that will not escape one’s notice is worship. Mission and wor- 
ship are indeed central to the life of the church, as I have already noted. But 
being caught up with the technological revolution, both the evangelical and 
charismatic churches’ agenda and method have been shaped not so much 
by the culture of the church as by the culture of consumerism. The mission 
agenda is often reduced to the numerical growth of the church, and conse- 
quently much missions training focuses on how to find the most effective 
means of growth. The way to achieve growth is to make effective use of the 
resources that technology, especially information technology, provides. In 
many charismatic churches worship is reduced to praise.’ Here again, media 
technology is put to good use to turn the “praise” event into a highly enter- 
taining experience as well as an occasion for subtle manipulation and coer- 
cion.* But most of the time these churches are not aware of how the culture 
of the world is radically reshaping their worldview and value system. In a 
world dominated by the market economy and driven by the media, the 
church is readily tempted to think of its role in terms of finding the right 


The Catechumenate 103 


“market niche,” instead of asking a fundamental question: what does it mean 
to be a Christian? 

Against this postmodern backdrop the church must rethink its response 
to the call to be the people of God, body of Christ and temple of the Spirit. 
The basic identity of the church has been explored in chapter one and its 
primary practice of worship discussed in chapters two to four. But how is 
the church practically to realize what it is called to be? In the ancient church 
the path led through a process of initiation beginning with the catechu- 
menate, followed by baptism and climaxing in the eucharistic celebration. 
This long initiation process, lasting up to three years, aimed to help Chris- 
tians break out of the old pattern of life to embrace the new life in the new 
community. 

It is through incorporation into this community called church that Chris- 
tians receive their gospel-shaped identity, marked by death and resurrec- 
tion. Only as the church realizes (or at least seeks to realize) this gospel- 
shaped identity can it become God’s answer to the world; that is to say, the 
missio Dei cannot be understood apart from the ecclesial identity. Aidan Ka- 
vanagh has summed it up very succinctly: 


The radical discovery of ourselves as Church is possible only in terms of 
Jesus dead and rising. Where this passage from death to life is continuously 
available to us is in the conversion of people actually passing from death to 
life in him, and by him, and through him among his faithful people. Christian 
initiation is this passage. It is we ourselves keeping faith, and we ourselves 
keeping faith is where this world is born anew in life everlasting. 

Who does not know initiation does not know the Church. Who does not 
know the Church does not know the Lord. And who knows neither the 
Church nor the Lord does not know the world as God meant it to be from 


before always.’ 


HISTORY OF THE CATECHUMENATE 

The New Testament does not say much about the practice of preparing can- 
didates for initiation into the Christian church. This may be due partly to the 
fact that in the initial years the church existed within a Jewish milieu and in 
continuity with the revelation of God in the Old Testament. Jews and Chris- 
tians had a large shared world. The issue for the early Jewish Christians con- 
cerned the identity and mission of Jesus of Nazareth. But when the church’s 
mission was enlarged to include the Gentiles, some form of catechizing be- 
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came necessary. The Christians probably followed Jewish precedent in cat- 
echizing proselytes.° 

The history of the catechumenate may be divided into two main periods: 
the pre-Constantinian (first to end of third century) and post-Constantinian 
(after 313). Before Constantine, when Christianity was a proscribed religion, 
conversion to the faith involved a costly choice. There were probably not 
too many “nominal” converts, as we would call them today. Basically, the 
church was a community that defined itself against a hostile world. In the 
early part of the second century, catechumenal instruction was probably still 
flexible, but there is evidence that it was beginning to be formalized. For 
example we learn from Justin Martyr that before being admitted to baptism 
one must meet three basic criteria: sorrow for sin, faith in the church as the 
teacher of truth, and transformation of life.’ By the time of the Apostolic Tra- 
dition, thought to be the work of the antipope Hippolytus (217-c. 235), the 
catechumenal process had become much more elaborate.* Before becoming 
a catechumen, a candidate had to be examined. The testimony of the one 
who brought him or her to the faith “sponsor” in today’s terms) or that of 
the potential catechumen’s Christian employer was required.’ The candidate 
underwent some preliminary examination concerning the motive for want- 
ing to become a Christian, as well as marital state and occupation.'” Those 
who did not abandon questionable occupations, such as pimps, sculptors or 
painters who made idols, gladiators, those wanting to become soldiers, cast- 
ers of spells, astrologers and soothsayers, were to be rejected." Once ac- 
cepted, catechumens were expected to hear the Word for up to three years. 
The length of time was flexible; what was important was their progress in 
the Christian life.” For those “chosen” for baptism (later called electi), more 
“scrutinies” were carried out nearer the time of baptism. The gospel would 
be taught to them, they had to undergo fasting, and exorcisms were per- 
formed on them by the bishop.” 

The Peace of Constantine in 313 changed the status of Christianity from 
an illegal religion to a legally tolerated religion and then to the official reli- 
gion of the Roman Empire. With this change of status, new problems arose. 
People now wanted to join the church for less than noble reasons. Some 
entered the catechumenate in order to marry a Christian or to further their 
political ambitions. The great bishop-theologians of the fourth century, like 
Cyril of Jerusalem, Ambrose and Augustine, all spoke strongly against enter- 
ing the catechumenate with ulterior motives. The denunciation of Ambrose, 
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bishop of Milan, is perhaps representative: “And here is one who comes to 
the Church because he is looking for honors under the Christian emperors; 
he pretends to request baptism with a simulated respect; he bows, he pros- 
trates; but he does not bend his knees in spirit.” 

Besides the wrong motivation, there was the practice of delaying one’s 
baptism and prolonging the catechumenate for as long as possible. Two rea- 
sons underlay this practice. First, there was no reason to proceed with bap- 
tism if entering the catechumentate was sufficient to qualify one for a public 
position, since a catechumen was considered a Christian. Second, there was 
a growing popular belief that baptism removed all sins previously commit- 
ted, and so delaying baptism to the very last would allow one to avoid the 
hassle of dealing with postbaptismal sins. 

The major difference between the pre- and post-Constantinian catechu- 
menate is that whereas in the earlier period catechumens were already con- 
verted, in the later period many were not. The catechumenate became a 
means of conversion rather than of nurturing converts. Bishops of the period 
had to work hard toward their conversion. Even to those who had submitted 
their names for baptism “it was still necessary to preach conversion, purity 
of intention, and transformation of morals!”’” The Lenten catechumenate 
was introduced to address this problem; it was a short but intense period of 
training, consisting of seven weeks of daily catechism, each lasting three 
hours.” But as Michel Dujarier points out, this meant trying to accomplish 
in a few weeks what in the previous century had taken two to three years.” 
The deteriorating spiritual condition of the church after the fourth century 
may have been due to the failure of the catechumenate and was one of the 
factors contributing to the rise of monasticism. 

The problem the church encountered after the fourth century has been 
repeated many times in subsequent church history. Whenever the church’s 
status changes from a persecuted minority to a favored majority, the same 
problem emerges. There are places in the world today where Christians ex- 
perience a situation not very different from the pre-Constantianian era, while 
there are other places where conditions resemble the post-Constantinian 
age. But whatever the situation, the key to the making of a real Christian is 
still the catechumenate. 

In the Roman Catholic Church, the catechumenate’s importance was rec- 
ognized with the promulgation of the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults 
(RCIA) by the Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship in 1972. A cursory 
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reading of the RCIA will show that it seeks to follow the historical process 
of initiation quite closely. The whole initiation process consists of four “pe- 


” 


riods” of instruction and three “steps,” transitional rites or “liminal mo- 


19 
ments.” 


First, the period of evangelization is followed by a rite of accep- 
tance into the order of the catechumens; second, the period of the 
catechumenate proper is followed by election or enrollment of names; third, 
the period of purification and enlightenment is followed by the rite of the 
sacrament of initiation; last is the period of postbaptismal catechesis or mys- 
tagogy. Acceptance into the catechumenate involves rites of exorcism, re- 
nunciation of false worship and the giving of a new name.” Election or en- 
rollment refers to the approval of the catechumens for baptism after the 
testimonies of their sponsors are received. The period of purification occurs 
during the period of Lent, when the “elect” would undergo “scrutinies.” The 
aim is “to uncover, then heal all that is weak, defective, or sinful in the hearts 
of the elect; to bring out, then strengthen all that is upright, strong and 
good.”” During this time, the creed and Lord’s Prayer are given over (tradi- 
tio) to the elect, who will commit them to memory. These scrutinies and 
“presentations” are set within a liturgy on Sundays which includes prayers 
of exorcism. The message is clear: present-day catechumens, like their an- 
cient counterparts, need to be weaned from the world, the flesh and the 
devil if they are to live out their faith as Christians. 

One of the more remarkable features of the RCIA is that the whole pro- 
cess of initiation is set squarely within the liturgy, so that catechetical instruc- 
tion, even when not given in the Sunday service, are not far removed from 
the liturgical context. For example, besides the three ritual “steps,” during 
the period of the catechumenate itself instructions are always carried out to- 
gether with some liturgical celebration.” Initiation in the RCIA is essentially 
a process of liturgical, and ultimately ecclesial, formation. By contrast, cate- 
chism in Protestant churches today tends to be treated as a form of indoc- 
trination without any clear understanding of its relationship to the liturgy.” 
The result is that Christian nurture is separated from the church’s liturgical 
life. 

The focus of this study will not be on all the “periods” and “steps,” but 
mainly on the catechumenate proper, baptism and mystagogy, as they pro- 
vide the basic structure for understanding the theology of initiation that is 
most wanting in evangelical churches. Most evangelical-charismatic 
churches are quite adept at evangelization but have a poorly thought-out 
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theology of initiation, including how these initiatory practices are linked to 
the church’s worship. I will therefore be looking at these practices primarily 
from the perspective of their place within the liturgy. 


NATURE OF THE CATECHUMENATE 

The New Testament understands salvation as involving a radical break with 
the past. In Colossians 1:13-14 we read, “For [God] has rescued us from the 
dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 
in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” Salvation is transfer- 
ence from one kingdom to another. The kingdom of God, however, is not 
an abstract “rule” or dominion, nor is it something merely internal (“in my 
heart” as in popular evangelicalism); rather, God’s kingdom is always man- 
ifested in a concrete community. As William Abraham puts it, “There is no 
kingdom without a community, the church, and there is no church without 
the presence of the kingdom. God’s reign has always had an Israel, an ec- 
clesia, in history.” This implies that conversion cannot be thought of simply 
as a change of heart; it is a change of citizenship. To use an Augustinian 
imagery, it is a move from the City of Man to the City of God. 

The catechumenate seeks to prepare individuals for incorporation into 
the church, the community in which the gospel finds its concrete expres- 
sion in worship, life and mission. It attempts to shape individuals to fit into 
the gospel story and to live as citizens of a new country. It inculcates ec- 
clesial values and clarifies for the new citizen the church’s self-identity: 
What does the church believe and practice? What does it mean to be bap- 
tized and to participate in the eucharistic celebration? Essentially, cate- 
chesis helps individuals enter the church with a full understanding of what 
they are in for: they are making the commitment that Christ requires of all 
his followers. 

It is therefore to be expected that the inculcation of Christian moral and 
spiritual values would constitute a considerable part of catechumenal train- 
ing. No stones are left unturned. At the end of the long training, catechu- 
mens must undergo another round of moral examination: “When those who 
are to receive baptism are chosen their lives should be examined; whether 
they lived uprightly as catechumens, whether they honored the widows, 
whether they visited the sick, whether they were thorough in performing 
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good works.” Only those who had adequately satisfied the church’s criteria 


for ecclesial membership were baptized. 
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CONTENT OF CATECHISMS 

From earliest times Christians preparing for initiation were instructed concern- 
ing the Scriptures, especially on important themes like the history of salvation 
and Christian morals based on the Sermon on the Mount. But over the years 
three subjects have come to feature regularly in catechetical instruction: the 
Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer.” These three 
cover three basic areas of Christianity: Christian belief, ethics and spirituality. 
They are utterly essential to becoming a fully formed Christian. 

Most subsequent catechisms—for example, Luther’s catechism, the influ- 
ential Reformed Heidelberg Catechism and the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church—are organized around these three components. The creed, com- 
mandments and prayer are not to be regarded as discrete subjects to be 
learned by heart but are closely integrated to form a coherent theology and 
pattern of Christian living. 

For example, the Heidelberg Catechism of the Reformed Churches of the 
Palatinate (1563) begins with the doctrine of sin and human misery (Qs 1- 
11) followed by the doctrines of redemption and salvation by faith (Qs 12- 
21). The content of faith is specified in question 22: “What is it, then, for a 
Christian to believe?” Answer: “All that is promised us in the Gospel, which 
the articles of our catholic, undoubted Christian faith teach us in sum.” The 
articles of faith are summed up in the Apostles’ Creed (Qs 23-58). Questions 
59-64 discuss the appropriation of Christ by faith, with question 64 making 


the transition from creed to sacrament: 


[Question] Since, then, we are made partakers of Christ and all his benefits by 


faith only, whence comes this faith? 


[Answer] The Holy Ghost works it in our hearts by the preaching of the holy 
Gospel, and confirms it by the use of the holy Sacraments. 


Questions 65-85 then deal with the two sacraments, including the issue 
of discipline in the administration of the Lord’s Supper. The redeemed life 
expresses itself in thankfulness and good works; good works are expressed 
in living out the commandments (Qs 86, 90-91), while thankfulness is ex- 
pressed in prayer (Q 116). 

In the four-part Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), the relationship 
between creed, commandments and prayer is summed up as follows: 


“Great is the mystery of the faith!” The Church professes this mystery in the 
Apostles’ Creed (Part One) and celebrates it in the sacramental liturgy (Part 
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Two), so that the life of the faithful may be conformed to Christ in the Holy 
Spirit to the glory of God the Father [Decalogue] (Part Three). This mystery, 
then, requires that the faithful believe in it, that they celebrate it, and that they 
live from it in a vital and personal relationship with the living and true God. 


This relationship is prayer [Part Four].” 


While the expositions of the creed, Decalogue, and Lord’s Prayer differ 
among the various Christian traditions, there is a basic pattern underlying 
their relationship: the creed is the trinitarian faith confessed, the Decalogue 
is the trinitarian faith lived out in the world, and the Lord’s Prayer is the same 
faith expressed in personal communion with the triune God. The trinitarian 
faith as professed in the creed is the foundation of the church’s moral life 
and spirituality. 


THE LITURGICAL CONTEXT OF THE CATECHISM 

The three basic components of the catechism are recited by all the faithful 
during worship. When we recite the creed, we are doing more than telling 
ourselves what we believe; we are engaged in what in speech-act theory is 
called a performative act.” We are making a pledge of self-giving to the God 
we believe in. As Jean-Jacques von Allmen states, “The credo is much more 
itself when it is not a doctrinal recitation, but is integrated in the fraternal 
self-offering of the Church at the moment of communion.”” In the practice 
of recitation, the creed functions like a nation’s anthem or pledge. When 
people recite their national pledge or sing their national anthem, they are 
doing more than repeating the memorized contents of their nation’s “core 
values” or “national ideology”; they are in effect pledging allegiance to the 
nation. Also, just as singing the national anthem or reciting the national 
pledge serves to foster a national identity, the church’s recitation of the 
creed, the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer are its way of affirming 
and internalizing its ecclesial identity. The church in effect is saying, “We are 
a community marked by belief in the triune God; our practice is governed 
by God’s gracious gift of his law; and this graced life is characterized by per- 
sonal communion with the triune God.” 

It is within the liturgical context that the significance of the creed, Deca- 
logue and Lord’s Prayer can be most fully appreciated. They are meant to 
be practiced first in worship before they could be properly lived out in the 
world. If the creed hangs loose from the life of worship, if it is divorced from 
the living faith of the church, it becomes hardened dogma, or worse, an ide- 
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ology. If the Decalogue is divorced from worship, it becomes mere law, a 
requirement to be followed. The end result could be moralism at best and 
Pharisaism at worst. If the Lord’s Prayer is divorced from worship, it easily 
becomes an occasion for the practice of private piety. 

It is therefore vital that any modern attempt to revive the catechism 
should link its basic contents as closely as possible to the worshiping com- 
munity.” This is what makes catechetical instruction different from the 
seminars and training programs that fill up much of the average evangeli- 
cal church’s weekly schedule. In what follows I shall be looking at these 
three components from the perspective of their location within the liturgy. 
To recognize their liturgical location does not mean that catechetical in- 
structions must actually be carried out within the worship service; it 
means, rather, that whenever or wherever catechetical instruction is given, 
its link to worship must be clearly understood, and some place must be 
found for the creed, the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer within 
the liturgical celebration. 

The creed. The liturgical context of the Apostles’ Creed is evident in many 
ways. The creed first grew out of the early church’s baptismal practice. In 
the ancient church, the creed was first handed over to the catechumens to 
be learned and memorized before their baptism. It constituted an important 
part of the process of initiation into the body of Christ. This act is called the 
handing over of the symbol (traditio symboli). The creed is the symbol of 
faith because it is a sign by which believers in Jesus Christ are recognized 
as such. Ability to recite the creed constitutes an identity maker for the Chris- 
tians, since only to them is the creed handed over or “traditioned.” But more 
than just acknowledging an identity marker, the baptizand is also saying, in 
effect, “I risk my life, I stake my existence on the truth of what follows: that 
is my life and I renounce all else.”” 

It is also a symbol of faith in that it summarizes the principal truths of the 
Christian faith.” The catechumens were expected to memorize it and recite 
it back (redditio symboli) to the bishop at their baptism. At baptism the can- 
didate was asked three questions: “Do you believe in God the Father Al- 
mighty ...?” “Do you believe in Jesus Christ his Son . . . ?” “Do you believe 
in the Holy Spirit . . . ?” After each question, having made the response “I 
believe,” the candidate was immersed.” The “I believe” signaled a personal 
act of commitment. 

As a regular affirmation at worship, the creed is also a corporate act of 
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commitment: it expresses the faith of the church. As the CCC puts it, “I be- 
lieve’ is also the Church, our mother, responding to God by faith as she 
34 When the church pro- 
fesses the creed in its worship, it too is testifying to its separate identity from 


teaches us to say both ‘I believe’ and ‘We believe. 


the world. “Beginning with Baptism, the Credo denotes a boundary line be- 
tween world and church. As this boundary line projects ever anew into wor- 
ship, the church announces publicly before the world that it is not world but 
that is has crossed the end-time baptismal boundary.” 

Faith is more than my own personal belief in the truth of God’s revela- 
tion. The faith of the church is prior to my personal faith. To speak of “the 
faith of the church,” however, does not mean that the church believes for 
us; it is not an “implicit faith’—as if we could merely trust the church to do 
all the believing. Rather, it is to recognize that my own faith does not exist 
in a vacuum or in isolation from the community that nourishes it. “It is the 
Church that believes first, and so bears, nourishes, and sustains my faith.”*° 
As noted in chapter four, the corporate prayer of the church forms us indi- 
vidually; our own prayer arises from the prayer of the church. In the same 
way, our faith is first and foremost the faith of the church before it becomes 
“my faith.” 

In modern liturgies, the recitation of the creed usually occurs after the ser- 
mon and thus signals the church’s faith response, in which “man completely 
submits his intellect and his will to God,” that is, to God’s revelation in the 
proclamation of the word. This is more than an accent to the truth heard, 
but expresses a willingness to obey.” 

The Decalogue. The inclusion of the Decalogue in catechetical instruc- 
tions goes back to Augustine in the fifth century.” However, the place of the 
Decalogue in the life of the church has not always been properly under- 
stood. In the Protestant Reformation, theologies of the “uses of the law” 
(usus lexis) set the context for much of the discussion of the Decalogue.” 
Luther sees two “uses” of the law: restraint of evil in the world and convic- 
tion of sin in preparation to receiving the grace of God. The idea that the 
law is meant to convict one of sin (Luther’s second “use”) has tended to give 
God’s law a rather negative meaning: it sets forth God’s righteous demands, 
to which sinners inevitably fail to conform. This idea is quite biblical in itself 
(cf. Rom 7:6). What is problematic is a further tendency to set law and gos- 
pel in antithesis, as if there were no grace in law: “law” virtually becomes 
works-righteousness in contrast to grace. Further, this “elenchtic” use of the 
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law tends to give the impression that the law is a kind of checklist of so 
many items against which penitent souls must measure themselves, espe- 
cially during the exercise of self-examination. This “penitential piety” was a 
dominant feature of late medieval and classical Protestant spirituality and 
has tended to produce a privatized spirituality divorced from the church’s 
corporate life.“ Today, the Decalogue suffers from a different kind of mis- 
understanding. For many modern people, the commandments represent a 
largely outmoded morality. Others find some use for them as a means of an- 
alyzing the social conditions of the world. In either case they are understood 
as essentially a moral code, divorced from the church’s life of worship. 

Proper use of the Decalogue must begin by setting it within the liturgical 
context. In many Christian traditions, it is recited as a regular part of wor- 
ship.“ But even here, its position in the liturgy reflects different understand- 
ings of its uses. In Anglican prayer books it is found before the penitential 
rites, which seems to reinforce Luther’s second use, as means to bring con- 
viction of sin. In Calvin’s Genevan Rite (1545), the Decalogue is read after 
the confession and absolution of sin and before the reading of Scripture. 
This position reflects Calvin’s understanding that the law is an expression of 
gratitude by those who are redeemed by Christ.” 

The Ten Commandments are more than a summary of God’s law. They 
occupy a unique place in the life of Israel and of the church. First, they were 
written “with the finger of God,” unlike the other laws which were written 
by Moses (Deut 31:9, 24). Second, they were given in the midst of a theoph- 
any, when God spoke face to face with Moses (Deut 5:4, 22). Third, they 
were God’s word spoken directly to Israel Œx 20:1), whereas the other laws 
were given indirectly through Moses (cf. Ex 21:1). As CCC puts it, “They 
belong to God’s revelation of himself and his glory.”“ 

The Ten Commandments therefore should not be perceived as mere pro- 
hibitions and precepts; they are first and foremost an expression of God’s 
grace. This is seen in the fact that they are preceded by a prologue that pro- 
claims Israel’s liberty: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of 
Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex 20:2). Israel is reminded that it was 
a slave in Egypt, but now it is truly free. To live under the commandments 
is to be free. In the words of the CCC, “The ‘ten words’ point out the con- 
ditions of life freed from the slavery of sin. The Decalogue is a path of life.”” 

What is true of the Decalogue in particular is also true of God’s law in 
general. Far from being a burden, the law is a sign of God’s gracious cove- 
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nant with Israel.“ The law of the Lord sets Israel apart from other nations. 
To have God’s law is to have God “near” his people (cf. Deut 4:6-8). This is 
the reason the law is constantly celebrated in the Psalms. Because it stands 
for God’s special relationship with Israel, it is something the godly take de- 
light in and love to meditate on (Ps 1; 119). 

The spirit of this biblical idea of law is captured in the Heidelberg Cate- 
chism. Rather than discussing the Decalogue in terms of the first and second 
uses, the catechism sets it in the context of the life redeemed in Christ, 
within the third part, entitled “On Thankfulness.”” 


[Q 86] Since, then, we are redeemed from our misery by grace through Christ, 


without any merit of ours, why must we do good works? 


[Answer] Because Christ, having redeemed us by his blood, renews us also by 
his holy Spirit after his own image, that with our whole life we may show our- 
selves thankful to God for his blessing, and that he may be glorified through 
us; then, also, that we ourselves may be assured of our faith by the fruits 


thereof, and by our godly walk may win our neighbors also to Christ. 


This seems to comport with Calvin’s Genevan Rite. This particular em- 
phasis does not deny the first two uses of the law. Those have their place 
in the overall scheme of dogmatics, but they should not obscure the biblical 
context in which God’s laws are understood as a sign of covenantal relation- 
ship with his people.“ God’s commandments are a gracious provision for 
which the redeemed must ever be thankful, because they are the means by 
which the redeemed life finds its concrete expression. Without this under- 
standing, the gracious commandments are reduced to impersonal laws and 
could easily become either a tool for excessive introspection (penitential pi- 
ety) or a graceless, moralistic “yoke of slavery” (cf. Gal 5:1). 

There is a close parallel between the Decalogue and Jesus’ giving of the 
“new commandment” to his disciples in the Upper Room discourse (Jn 
13:34; 15:12). First, the new commandment of Jesus centers on love, just 
as the Decalogue is the concrete expression of loving God and neighbors 
(cf. Deut 30:16). This point was noted by Augustine: “As charity com- 
prises the two commandments to which the Lord related the whole Law 
and the prophets ... so the Ten Commandments were themselves given 
on two tablets. Three were written on one tablet and seven on the other.”” 
But a more profound truth is that Jesus, by giving the new commandment, 
was signaling the establishment of the new covenant with the reconsti- 
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tuted people of God. In so doing, he stood in the exact place where Yah- 
weh stood in giving the Decalogue to Israel. 

In the light of the Decalogue’s strongly covenantal setting, its location in 
the Genevan Rite, that is, as an expression of the redeemed life, is to be pre- 
ferred. Again the CCC expresses this well: “Moral existence [as expressed in 
the Decalogue] is a response to the Lord’s loving initiative. It is the acknowl- 
edgement and homage given to God and a worship of thanksgiving.” We 
might add that this response is itself part of God’s gracious revelation. In giv- 
ing us the Decalogue, God is telling us how our response is properly and 
concretely expressed. 

The Lord’s Prayer. In the ancient church, the Paternoster, like the Creed, 
was “handed down” (traditio) to catechumens to be memorized and then 
“handed back” (redditio), that is, recited to the bishop at the catechumens’ 
baptism. Its use in baptism, according to the CCC, “signifies new birth into 
the divine life.” 


Since Christian prayer is our speaking to God with the very word of God, 
those who are “born anew . . . through the living and abiding word of God” 
learn to invoke their Father by the one Word he always hears. They can hence- 
forth do so, for the seal of the Holy Spirit’s anointing is indelibly placed on 


their hearts, ears, lips, indeed their whole filial being.” 


The Lord’s Prayer is a summary of the prayer of the church. It expresses 
in direct address to God what the church confesses in its creed. As such it 
is, as Tertullian calls it, “the summary of the gospel.””’ It is the gospel turned 
into prayer. Like the creed, it sets forth the corporate life of the church. But 
unlike the creed, it is never prayed in the singular. It is the prayer of the 
church rather than of the individual. John Chrysostom specifies that our 
Lord “teaches us to make prayer in common for all our brethren. For he did 
not say ‘my Father’ who are in heaven, but ‘our’ Father, offering petitions for 
the common body.”™ 

To pray is to turn away from oneself and to be fully attentive to the Other. 
This basic truth about prayer must never be lost to catechumens—nor to any 
baptized Christian, for that matter. Initiation into the Christian community 
means that “I” can no longer be the center. The world no longer revolves 
around me—my desires, my ambitions, my career and (especially for post- 
modern people) my right to self-fulfillment. Rather, my life revolves around 
a new Center, Christ, who holds me along with other believers in a relation- 
ship that is to be determined solely by him. In short, “I” must see myself as 
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a member of the body of Christ, functioning as his hand, foot, eye or other 
part (cf. 1 Cor 12). The paradigm shift from being myself to being a member 
of Christ can come about only through prayer. Learning the Lord’s Prayer, 
therefore, is more than learning a form of prayer, or even a structure for for- 
mulating one’s own prayers.” It is learning to pray what is essentially the 
prayer of the church, and that means learning to become the church. 

The addition of the doxology to Matthew’s version of the prayer shows 
that from early times the Lord’s Prayer has been used within a liturgical con- 
text. In many Christian traditions it is an inextricable part of the liturgy. 
Even among some free churches its use is encouraged.” In some churches, 
it is used as the conclusion to the “pastoral prayer,” an indication that it is a 
summary of the church’s prayer. In other traditions, it is set at the end of the 
eucharistic prayer just before the Supper. The latter position, according to 
von Allmen, indicates that the Paternoster belongs properly to the baptized 
rather than to catechumens: “The Lord’s Prayer is much more itself when the 


»* In that position, both its func- 


first foretaste of its answer is the Eucharist. 
tion as a summary of the church’s prayer and its eschatological dimension 
are highlighted, as the CCC explains: “Placed between the anaphora (the 
Eucharistic prayer) and the communion, the Lord’s Prayer sums up on the 
one hand all the petitions and intercessions expressed in the movement of 
the epiclesis and, on the other, knocks at the door of the Banquet of the 
kingdom which sacramental communion anticipates.” 

The Lord’s Prayer is largely petitionary, and petitionary prayer shows that 
the church still exists in the interim, the “not yet,” seeking God and praying 
for the kingdom to come. As Peter Brunner notes, “In the end-time interim 
of the ekklesia, petition is the central content of prayer.” Prayer, as noted 
earlier, is the basic response of worshipers to the coming of the Word. Here 
it is the response to the gift of Christ in the Eucharist. In remembrance of 
what Christ has done, the church remembers the world and prays for it to 


be transformed into God’s kingdom. 


THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF THE CATECHISM 

The catechism is one place where contextual issues can and should be prop- 
erly addressed.” The catechism is a flexible tool. The traditional rigid ques- 
tion-and-answer approach based on sheer memorization is hardly appropri- 
ate nowadays. A free-flowing exposition that allows for adaptation to 
different learning situations and contexts characterizes the newer cate- 
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chisms.” It is the place to ground converts both in the Christian tradition and 
in a Christian perspective of the world in which they live. In fact, the cate- 
chism’s content should address the situation in which the church finds it- 
self. 

The Asian context, for example, is complex. There is the “modern” Asia 
plugged in to the world market economy with all its attendant material pros- 
perity and moral ambiguities. But there is also the “traditional” Asia with its 
agrarian lifestyle, extended family, hierarchical structure, animistic con- 
sciousness and deep religiosity. In this traditional context, an initiation prac- 
tice of exorcism during the weeks of scrutiny may involve more than just 
the performance of a rite. Sometimes the demonic may be encountered in a 
direct way. Scrutiny may require that candidates renounce explicit associa- 
tion with pagan religious practices. Sometimes the modern and sometimes 
the traditional predominates, but oftentimes they exist uneasily alongside 
each other. 

Instruction concerning the creed, Ten Commandments and Lord’s Prayer 
too will have to be contexualized to address issues specific to the catechu- 
mens’ social context. Following are some context-specific questions that the 
catechumenate may have to address in many Asian societies. 


1. The creed 


e How do we teach the Trinity vis-a-vis the world religions such as Hindu- 
ism, Buddhism and Islam? 


e Does the Christian understanding of the sacramental community as an 
embodied fellowship challenge the “virtual reality” fostered by the Inter- 
net? 


e How does the Christian doctrine of the Spirit relate to the traditional Asian 
animistic instinct? 


2. The Ten Commandments 


e What does the Christian view of life have to say to the secularized world 
which treats humans as means to an end? 


e What does it mean to be Christian in a society dominated by ideals of 
market and consumerism? What does the gospel have to say to “techno- 
logical man”? 
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e What kind of family structure is consistent with the promotion of biblical 
values? 


e What are we to make of the hierarchical structure of the Asian family? 


e How is the First Commandment to be observed in a socioreligious con- 
text that accepts the existence of many gods and practices magic, divina- 


i f 64 
tion and ancestral veneration?” 


3. The Lord’s Prayer 


e How does Christian prayer differ from the idea prevailing in popular re- 
ligions that it is an “exchange” between a person and the deity? 


e How is the petition “Your kingdom come” to be understood in a totalitar- 
ian context? What other options are there besides those provided by lib- 
eration theology? 


e How is the petition for daily bread to be made in a context of mass poverty? 


These are weighty issues that the church must help its future members to 
grapple with, if they are to become full members of the body of Christ. At 
the end of the catechetical training, and after the catechumens have been 
satisfactorily “scrutinized” concerning their way of life in accordance with 
the creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer, they are ready for 
baptism. 


BAPTISM-CONFIRMATION 

Modern liturgical studies are coming to the conclusion that there was prob- 
ably no uniform baptismal ritual in the early centuries of Christianity, but 
many local variations. Baptismal rituals became more standardized only af- 
ter the peace of Constantine (fourth century). Similarly, confirmation may 
have grown out of the baptismal rites, which included anointing with oil, 
and became a more distinct ritual with a fixed meaning much later.” What 
was more or less uniform was the basic pattern of initiation—what Ka- 
vanagh calls the “shape” of baptism. The pattern of evangelization followed 
by catechesis, baptism-confirmation, Eucharist and mystagogy constitutes a 
whole complex of initiation. “The whole is baptism in its fullness, the mak- 


; PERE 
ing of a Christian.”” 


If the catechumenate is the process of weaning the 
Christian from the world, the flesh and the devil, then baptism constitutes 


the final break with the three enemies of the soul. 
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Baptism. On the first Pentecost Sunday after Peter’s proclamation of the 
gospel, the crowd asked, “What then shall we do?” Peter’s response was, 
“Repent and be baptized.” The world needs to be transformed into church 
through a radical break with the past (repentance) and incorporation into 
the body of Christ (baptism). This radical break is differently pictured in the 
New Testament as deliverance from the domain of darkness and transfer- 
ence into “the kingdom of the Son [God] loves” (Col 1:13) and as transfor- 
mation from darkness to light (Eph 5:8). The First Epistle of Peter sums it all 
up: “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peo- 
ple belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called 
you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, 
but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but 
now you have received mercy” (1 Pet 2:9-10). 

Elsewhere the New Testament draws on the story of the flood (1 Pet 
2:20-21) and the crossing of the Red Sea (1 Cor 10:2) to portray the pas- 
sage from death to life. Baptism is a drowning of the entire sinful self, a 
death and burial—but out of death new life emerges: “just as Christ was 
raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a 
new life” (Rom 6:4). This is why Cyril of Jerusalem in his mystagogical 
sermons speaks of the waters of baptism as “at once your grave and your 
mother.”” 

Baptism is not merely concerned about the sin of the individual, either as 
cleansing from original sin (as understood by some in the post-Constantin- 
ian church) or as a portrayal of the individual’s sins already forgiven and the 
inheritance of eternal life (as understood by many evangelicals today). It is, 
as Schmemann points out, a cosmic event. We have already seen something 
of its cosmic dimension in passages like Colossians 1:13. The ancient 
church’s baptismal liturgy conveys nothing less when it asks the one being 
baptized to renounce the world, the flesh and the devil and signals this re- 
nunciation with exorcisms.” In some rituals the baptismal candidate would 
first turn toward the west (the realm of darkness, whence the devil was 
thought to originate) and curse and spit on the devil. Then he or she would 
turn to the east to welcome the coming of the Son (Sun) of Righteousness.” 
In these renunciations and exorcisms, the church is making a cosmic claim 
that God’s power has vanquished the enemy. It is a claim “not on souls 
alone, but on the totality of life, on the whole world.”” Strong martial lan- 
guage is used, for baptism is part of a cosmic struggle to reclaim humanity 
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and the world for Christ. Thus the church continues its mission of calling 
people to repentance and baptizing until the body of Christ becomes fully 
mature (Eph 4:13), that is, the total Christ (totus Christus) consisting of mem- 
bers in communion with Christ the Head, rendering praise to the Father. 

The cosmic dimension of baptism—this immersion into death and rising 
to new life in the new creation (cf. 2 Cor 5:17)—does not mean that one’s 
unique personhood is lost. One does not become a nameless member of a 
herd. It is the old self that is buried, and out of the old emerges the new self. 
Our true personal identity is revealed in Christ. As members of Christ’s body, 
we are unique persons with very distinctive functions. Each member discov- 
ers new relationships with others, based on the Spirit’s sovereign distribu- 
tion of his gifts (cf. 1 Cor 12). The church signals this new identity by giving 
new believers a new name.” 

Confirmation. The early Christian practice of anointing with oil either be- 
fore or after the water bath or both suggests that water baptism is closely 
related to the concept of Spirit baptism.” This understanding of water bap- 
tism as Spirit baptism is derived from the fact that the mission of Jesus in all 
four Gospels is uniformly understood to include baptizing believers with the 
Holy Spirit in contrast to John’s baptism with water. Christian baptism is un- 
like John’s baptism in that it is Jesus’ baptizing with the Spirit. Thus the water 
ritual can be understood only in relation to the gift of the Spirit. There is of 
course no mention of anointing with oil in connection with water baptism 
in the New Testament, so the sudden appearance of the practice in the early 
church must be attributed to the fact that Christian water baptism was re- 
garded as the sacramental equivalent of Spirit baptism. Although, due to his- 
torical circumstances, the rite of anointing with oil later became temporally 
separated from baptism, this separation does not alter the basic understand- 
ing that the gift of the Spirit is an essential component of the rite of initia- 
tion.” Theologically, this means that it cannot be understood as a “second 
work of grace” distinct from initiation, as taught in the Wesleyan-Holiness 
and Pentecostal traditions, but must be understood as part of conversion- 
initiation.” 

However, the unity between baptism and confirmation does not mean 
that there is no distinction of function and significance between the two 
signs. Precisely because they are two signs within one baptismal ritual, two 
spiritual realities can be distinguished within the single complex of conver- 
sion-initiation.”” Nathan Mitchell notes that a distinction (though not tem- 
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poral separation) between baptism and anointing with laying on of hands 
was widely recognized in the early church. It was based on the understand- 
ing that there are two distinct functions of the Spirit that goes back to Ire- 
naeus: first a formative function of the Spirit to unite the church into a sin- 
gle body, then a nutritive function of the Spirit to refresh all Christians. 
Although Irenaeus did not tie these two functions to any initiatory rites, 
Cyprian did make the connection. In Cyprian’s time, however, unlike in the 
ninth century, the distinction did not involve a temporal separation.” This 
distinction of function was also underscored by Augustine when he spoke 
to neophytes: 


You, too, in a certain sense were first ground by the lowly practice of fasting 
and by the sacred rite of exorcism. Next the water of baptism was added, by 
which, as it were, you were moistened in order to be formed into bread. But 
there is yet no bread without fire. What, then, does fire signify? Holy Chrism, 
the oil that supplies the fire, the sacrament of the Holy Spirit. . . . That is how 
the Holy Spirit comes, the sacrament of fire after the sacrament of water, and 
you are made a bread, namely, the body of Christ. And that is how unity is 
signified.” 


This link between water baptism and Spirit baptism may also shed light 
on the strong sacramental realism underlying the ancient church’s practice.” 
Baptism was not a “mere sign” of a prior spiritual work effected by the Holy 
Spirit in the human heart; rather, baptism is effective because it is the Spirit 
who effects the reality in and by the sign. The sense of spiritual reality as- 
sociated with the rite is quite pervasive in the early church fathers. An ex- 
ample may be cited from Tertullian: “All waters . . . in virtue of their origin, 
do, after invocation of God, attain the sacramental power of sanctification; 
for the Spirit immediately supervenes from the heavens, and rests over the 
waters, sanctifying them from Himself; and being thus sanctified, they im- 
bibe at the same time the power of sanctifying.”” 

Tertullian goes on, at the end of his treatise On Baptism, to urge the 
newly baptized to pray for spiritual gifts and to expect to receive them. This 
seems to accord with Irenaeus’s distinction between the two functions of the 
Spirit: 

Therefore, blessed ones, whom the grace of God awaits, when you ascend 

from that most sacred font of your new birth, and spread your hands for the 

first time in the house of your mother [the church], together with your breth- 
ren, ask from the Father, as from the Lord, that His own specialties of grace 
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and distributions of gifts may be supplied you. “Ask,” saith He, “and ye shall 
receive.” Well, you have asked, and have received; you have knocked, and it 


has been opened to you.” 


For the church fathers there was no separation between the spiritual re- 
ality and the sign. The liturgy was no dead ritual but a vibrant reality ener- 
gized by the Spirit. But it is a truth that the modern mind cannot grasp. It is 
particularly difficult for evangelicals to appreciate sacramental realities be- 
cause of an implicit nominalist philosophy which sees signs as mere names 
or arbitrary pointers rather than as having any necessary connection to the 
things they signify.” As British evangelical Philip Seddon has noted, evan- 
gelicals have “a deep-seated suspicion of references to ‘mystery’ or to any- 
thing that is not explicable.” Seddon sees this as “the triumph of the Enlight- 
»°? Modern 


evangelicals find it much easier to grasp the Zwinglian “memorial” theory of 


enment at the heart of Evangelical readings of the sacrament. 


the sacraments, since it does not require them to associate transcendence 
with anything so mundane as water, bread and wine. For many today, it 
makes better sense if spiritual realities are located within the subjective ex- 
perience of the person, in the “feelings.” If worship stimulates a particularly 
strong emotional upsurge, that is “real”! It is rather ironic that the evangel- 
icalism that claims to be the heir of the opponents of Protestant liberalism 
in the nineteenth century should find itself unwittingly concurring with the 
father of liberalism, Friedrich Schleiermacher, who understood the source of 
religion to be found precisely in human subjectivity: “the feeling of absolute 
dependence.” 


MYSTAGOGY 
Besides teaching the creed, Decalogue and Lord’s Prayer, the catechumenate 
in the ancient church trained Christians to participate fully in the worship of 
the church. The newly baptized were taught the meaning of various liturgi- 
cal acts and the part they had to play for worship to be effective. The reason 
for a postbaptismal catechumenate, or mystagogy (that is, instruction in the 
mysteries of the faith), was that since the culminating act of the liturgy, the 
Eucharist, had remained closed to the catechumens until they had become 
full members of the ecclesial community through baptism, liturgical educa- 
tion concerning the sacraments could best be done after their baptism. 

It was imperative that the newly baptized or neophytes understand what 
they had just been through at baptism and what they had received at their 
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first eucharistic celebration. Now that they had been baptized and tasted 
their first eucharistic meal, they were in a better position to appreciate ex- 
planations of these new experiences. This was the reason Cyril, bishop of 
Jerusalem, gave for his five mystagogical sermons addressed to the newly 
baptized.” The first sermon explains to the neophytes what has happened 
in their baptism, especially the meaning of turning west to renounce the 


D e, 


and all his pomp, 


B ie 


devil “and all thy works, and all thy service.” The 
“pomp” of the devil includes “theatres, and horse-races, and hunting, and 
all such vanity,” while the “services of the devil” have to do with any rituals 
or practices associated with idol temples, such as burning of incense, divi- 
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nation, omens, amulets and charms.” 


The second sermon explains the 
meaning of baptism. It is the “imitation” of Christ’s death and rising: “He has 
freely bestowed upon us, that we, sharing His sufferings by imitation, might 
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gain salvation in reality.” 


In the third sermon, on the chrism, Cyril under- 
stands it to mean that “ye have been made Christs, by receiving the antitype 
of the Holy Ghost.” The anointing imitates what Jesus Christ experienced af- 
ter his baptism: the descent of the Spirit.” The nature of the Eucharist is ex- 
plained in the fourth sermon. The bread and wine are not “bare elements,” 
but “from faith” one is “fully assured . . . that the Body and Blood of Christ 


have been vouchsafed to thee.” 


In eating and drinking, we are not to trust 
“the judgment of thy bodily palate” but to receive “the antitypical Body and 
Blood of Christ.” In the final sermon, Cyril explains the different parts of 
the liturgy, beginning with the kiss of reconciliation (“the sign that our souls 
are mingled together”), then to the sursum corda, sanctus, intercession, the 
Lord’s Prayer, the invitation “Holy things to holy men”; and to conclude he 
speaks of how the bread and wine are to be received: in a posture symbol- 
izing reverence and awe.”' Such was the nature of mystagogical catechism. 
It brought the liturgical education of the newly baptized to its completion. 
Underlying mystagogy is a theology of the liturgy. It is an understanding 
of liturgy, especially the sacraments, as signs mediating the “mysteries” of 
the faith, the content of salvation in Christ.” That is to say, not only does the 
liturgy initiate one into the knowledge of the mystery, but the liturgical ac- 
tions embody the mystery (the reality) itself.” Typological interpretation 
played a key role in explaining the relationship between the sign and the 
reality.” Typology presupposes a necessary connection between type and 
antitype, between Old Testament and New, the earthly liturgy and the heav- 
enly liturgy. The type “represents” or “imitates” the antitype. The explana- 
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tions sometimes involve complex analogies and embellished allegories.” An 
96 
In the 


first part of the Eucharist (the prothesis), which represents the sacramental 


example may be cited from Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428). 


death of Christ, Theodore understands the liturgical actions as correspond- 
ing to the angels at the tomb of Christ (‘the angelic liturgy”). The altar rep- 
resents the tomb of Christ; the deacons are the angels; the altar cloth, the 
wrappings of Christ’s body; when the deacons fan the elements, they are 
signaling the respect shown to an important person at his funeral wake, and 
so on.” But behind these elaborate allegories lies a “sacramental realism”: 
the sacrament is an “image” of the angelic liturgy and participates in the an- 
gelic liturgy. Representation and imitation are the chief means to appropriate 
the reality, but in the final analysis, real transformation of life comes from 
the redemptive work of Christ effected by the operation of the Spirit.” 
There are two valuable lessons the modern church could learn from the 
patristic church in its relentless pursuit of mystagogical instructions. The first 
is that while we may question its use of fanciful allegories and types, under- 
lying its method is the presupposition that the Scripture is to be treated less 
as a collection of historical texts than as a unified whole. The modern church 
has seen the disastrous consequences of the so-called scientific study of the 
Bible since the Enlightenment. It has led to the fragmentation of theology 
and the impoverishment of the church’s worship. It is largely out of the need 
to recover a unified theology that modern interpreters are returning to the 


”” I shall have more to say about this 


ancient method of “spiritual exegesis. 
in the next chapter. Second, in today’s church perhaps it is less critical when 
mystagogical instructions are given; what is vital is that understanding of the 
liturgy must form a necessary part of the education of those who are seeking 
to enter the church or already in it. But that is precisely what is missing! 
Many Christians from the free church tradition have no liturgy to speak of 
and hence no understanding of what it means. But even where a liturgy is 
still observed in some mainline Protestant churches, hardly any liturgical ed- 
ucation is carried out.” 

It is important to note that the whole catechumenal process is properly 
set within a liturgical context. It is more than instruction or indoctrination; it 
is training through actual participation in the liturgy. As Kavanagh puts it, 
“One learns how to fast, pray, repent, celebrate, and serve the good of one’s 
neighbor less by being lectured on these matters than by close association 
with people who do these things with regular ease and flair.” This is more 
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than an educational process; it is a process of conversion. 


CONCLUSION 

The ancient catechumenate poses two distinct challenges to the evangelical 
church. First, it challenges the notion that conversion involves simply the ini- 
tial step of “accepting Christ as my personal Savior.” Conversion must be 
seen as a process rather than merely a crisis event. Missiologist Paul Hiebert 
has shown that in a context radically different from the West, conversion 
cannot be readily explained in terms of fixed categories like belief in some 
essential doctrines or perhaps some defining action like saying the “sinner’s 
prayer”—categories that have been associated with the evangelical doctrine 
of conversion.” The typical evangelical understanding of conversion could 
be pictured as the crossing of a fixed line, an experience sometimes de- 
scribed as a “crisis conversion.” Hiebert argues that conversion is better con- 
ceived as a movement toward a center (the Christian faith), but it is a center 
with a porous rather than fixed boundary. In other words, becoming a Chris- 
tian means a basic reorientation of life toward the center and a continuing 
movement into it. As Hiebert says, “Growth is an equally essential part of 
being a Christian.” 

While the concept of continuing conversion is increasingly acknowl- 
edged, evangelical Protestantism by and large has not come up with a prac- 
tical response that does full justice to this understanding.’ In practice, it still 
tends to operate as if “accepting Christ as Savior” were the climax of con- 
version, the only thing that really counts, so that all that happens afterward 
is simply “follow-up” to build up the new convert’s faith and prepare him 
or her for service. Baptism, on this view, is somewhat redundant, more of a 
formality than an essential element in conversion-initiation. One who has 
gone through the proper steps of saying the “sinner’s prayer” is almost im- 
mediately fully integrated into the life of the church. In most free churches, 
for example, Communion is open to anyone who has “accepted Christ as 
Savior” whether baptized or not. If certain positions in the church are still 
barred to them, it is due more to pragmatic than to theological reasons. 

The ancient catechumenal process corresponds more closely to the idea 
of continuing conversion. It is a process of becoming in which the initial re- 
sponse is tested out, clarified and strengthened. Just as true love between a 
man and woman culminates in marriage, the catechumenal process culmi- 
nates in baptism, when one renounces the world, vows lifelong commit- 


The Catechumenate 125 


ment to follow Christ and enters into full communion with the church. 
Second, through the catechumenate the ancient church inducted new 
converts into the Christian sacramental universe. The early catechumenate 
thus challenges evangelicals to rediscover what God’s world is really like 
and to encounter the mystery of grace in the liturgy. Here, however, we run 
into a serious problem: How do we teach sacramental theology to people 
who have virtually no experience of encountering God in things? The an- 
cient church would have no such problem, since it inhabited a world that 
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was itself essentially sacramental.” 


This would explain the ancient church’s 
extensive use of typological interpretations, especially in mystagogical in- 
struction. Typology, as noted above, presupposes a close connection be- 
tween the ordinary world and the spiritual world. 

Further, in earlier times, even after the Enlightenment, certain critical life 
passages such as birth, marriage and death could serve as points of contact 
for understanding sacramental theology. For instance, one could teach 
something about the mystery of the sacraments by appealing to the mystery 
of marriage. Marriage is the sign and seal of two persons’ lifelong commit- 
ment to each other in love. In marriage, something happens to the couple: 
before the wedding, they were two separate persons; after the wedding, 
they are one. In much the same way, one becomes truly and fully a Christian 
through baptism. But for postmodern people marriage has lost much of its 
mystery to such practices as ad hoc live-in arrangements, trial marriages, 
marriages of convenience and same-sex marriage. Once marriage became 
merely a human construct, it could no longer serve as an appropriate object 
lesson for teaching sacramental theology. 

The sacraments themselves will have to serve as archetypes—in fact, they 
are the archetypes—to recover the sacramentality of marriage. In the post- 
modern situation the liturgy will have to be the starting point for inducting 
new converts into the sacramental universe. The church today will have to 
find meaningful avenues for connections with transcendent reality. This is 
what liturgical spirituality seeks to accomplish.” But it will not be an easy 
task in a world that has lost a sense of mystery. Each age has unique chal- 
lenges. It was no less difficult for the mystagogical bishop-theologians of the 
fourth century to challenge catechumens who had no compelling cultural 
reasons to make further spiritual progress toward a fully formed faith in 
Christ. 
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THE SUNDAY 
LITURGY 





FE. Christians from the free church tradition, the idea of “liturgical” wor- 
ship poses a serious problem. Is not a fixed form of worship inherently op- 
posed to the spiritual freedom that is the hallmark of the free church prin- 
ciple itself? This concern should not be lightly dismissed, as it grew out of a 
deeply spiritual sense that the Spirit cannot be domesticated. The Spirit 
works sovereignly, like the wind blowing “wherever it pleases” (Jn 3:8). In 
the church, the Spirit distributes his gifts to each person “just as he deter- 
mines” (1 Cor 12:11). We cannot determine on whom the wind of the Spirit 
will blow and what gifts he will give. Yet freedom of the Spirit is not op- 
posed to form. It is entirely possible for a service to have both.’ 

As noted earlier, it is the work of the triune God revealed in the two send- 
ings of Jesus Christ and the Spirit that gives the Christian liturgy its basic 
shape. The church’s liturgy, far from being an attempt to domesticate the 
Spirit, is simply an attempt to be faithful to the christologically and pneumat- 
ically shaped revelation. The Spirit that hovers over formless matter to bring 
about an orderly creation (Gen 1:2) descends on the chaos of the old cre- 
ation at Pentecost to constitute the christologically shaped new creation: the 
body of Christ, the church. The work of the Spirit always has a form: the 
Christ pattern. Thus he is also called the Spirit of Christ (Rom 8:9; 1 Pet 1:11). 
The liturgy is simply a way of structuring worship that is faithful to what the 
Spirit is doing in the church: forming it into the body of Christ. There is 
much gospel in the liturgy, especially in the eucharistic prayer; there is also 
much in the prayer that invokes the presence of the Spirit.” 

It was probably this understanding of pneumatology that underlies Paul’s 
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insistence—precisely when discussing the charisms—that the gifts of the 
Spirit be used in an orderly way in church worship (1 Cor 14:40). True spir- 
itual worship juxtaposes order to freedom. The freedom of the Spirit implies 
that many forms of worship are possible. The issue is not even whether 
there should be a form. Even the most “unstructured” charismatic service has 
a form—at least it takes on a form after some time.’ The real issue is whether 
the form adopted is consistent with the norm of revelation, the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 

Many Christians of a charismatic bent, however, are not satisfied with just 
freedom for a variety of forms. What they want to see is freedom within the 
service for someone to give a word of prophecy or a “message in tongues.” 
A fixed form of worship, it is argued, tends to stifle the Spirit’s “surprising 
works.” It leaves no room for unplanned-for changes at any given moment. 
A few comments are appropriate in response to this. First, there are various 
types of services outside of Sunday morning in which such freedom could 
be exercised. Many churches have a weeknight healing service or prayer 
service but maintain their Sunday liturgy of Word and sacrament. Second, 
genuinely unpredictable elements even in a charismatic worship service are 
quite rare. When one has been in charismatic churches long enough, one 
notices that prophecies and tongues occur at predictable moments. Some 
form of “planned spontaneous happenings” is at work in these churches, 
even if it is not explicitly recognized.’ A message in tongues in the middle 
of the sermon would be ruled out of order in most charismatic churches. 
There is an unwritten structure within which such “spontaneous” expres- 
sions are allowed to take place. Third, many of the essential elements of 
Pentecostal faith and practice, such as praying for the sick and the altar call, 
can be incorporated within a formal liturgy without compromising their in- 
tegrity.’ In short, a normative liturgy is large enough to incorporate the char- 
ismatic dimensions of worship. But if the normative liturgy is to have forma- 
tive effect, it needs to be correctly understood, deeply appreciated and 
consistently practiced. 


WHY SUNDAY? 

One way to do this is to examine the separate components of the Sunday 
liturgy. But why Sunday? Why not the daily liturgy? We begin with the Sun- 
day liturgy because it is the epitome and summit of worship. It is “the orig- 


inal feast day” and “the foundation and nucleus of the whole liturgical year. a 
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The choice of one in seven days is not an arbitrary one. The weekly cycle 
of worship witnesses to the story of creation in seven days, out of which 
one day, the seventh, was the day of God’s rest (Gen 2:2-3; Ex 20:8-11). The 
early Christians simply adopted this Jewish pattern, but they also looked be- 
yond it—in fact, critiqued it—when the day of worship was shifted to Sun- 
day, the first day. The idea that the first day of the week is the Lord’s Day 
probably goes back to New Testament times and has to do with the resur- 
rection of Jesus Christ.’ This eschatological event—the inauguration of the 
new creation—was what led early Christians to call it the Eighth Day. By 
meeting on the Eighth Day, these Christians understand how life for them is 
now patterned: the seven-day cycle remains (the old creation is still real), 
but each week is also a new beginning because the risen Lord is present 
among them in their liturgical assembly. 

This new understanding breaks through the old Jewish understanding of 
the sabbath. Sunday is not the Christian sabbath.” It is the day when the work 
of God through the people of God, the /eitourgia, is undertaken. But it is 
similar to the sabbath in one respect: Just as the sabbath rest was the cove- 
nant sign for Israel, Sunday worship is the distinguishing sign of the 
new covenant.’ The theology of Sunday worship is aptly summed up by 
Gordon W. Lathrop: 


The observance of the week and the meeting of the eighth day: this juxtapo- 
sition, understood in the manner of the biblical rhetoric that uses the old to 
speak the new, that both destroys and saves the old in speaking the new, is 
the ordo of the church. It provides a patterning for Christian ritual, and at the 


same time it bears the deepest faith of the church and forms us in that faith.” 


In short, the reason we study the Sunday liturgy is that the gospel of Jesus 
Christ is most fully embedded within it. By learning to appreciate the mean- 
ing of the different parts of the Sunday liturgy, we can begin to participate 
in it more actively, and through “active participation” we will be spiritually 
formed into the gospel-shaped community. 

As explained in chapter three, Word and sacrament constitute the basic 
structure or shape of the liturgy. They are, to use an ancient image, the “two 
tables at which the bread of life is shared.” But Word and sacrament are 
not the sole content of the liturgy. The whole liturgical celebration includes 
other elements that set the proper context for Word and sacrament. Peter 
Brunner, citing Matthew 18:20 and 1 Corinthians 1:2, insists that Word and 
sacrament “must be carried out in a gathering convening in the name of 
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Jesus.””* To this we must add another essential element: the return or dis- 
missal. There is a beginning and an end to the worship, a gathering from 
the world and dispersal into the world. Word and sacrament are set within 
the act of gathering and the act of returning, thus giving rise to a fourfold 
structure. Within this fourfold structure various other elements could be in- 
cluded. Here is an example of an order of service:” 


The Entrance 
Greeting 
Adoration 
Confession 
Absolution 


The Proclamation of the Word 
Reading of Scripture 
Old Testament 
Psalm 
Epistle 
Gospel 
Sermon 
Apostles’ or Nicene Creed 
Prayers of the people (intercession) 
Sign of reconciliation and peace 


The Eucharist (Holy Communion) 
Offertory 
The Great Thanksgiving 
Sursum corda 
Preface prayer (thanksgiving to the Father) 
Sanctus 
Recalling God’s mighty acts in Christ 
Words of institution 
Mystery of faith 
Epiclesis 
Consecration of the faithful 
Prayer for the return of the Lord 
The Lord’s Prayer 
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Breaking of bread 
Invitation 
Eating and drinking 


The Dismissal 
Benediction 
Sending forth 


THE ENTRANCE 

The assembly or gathering “constitutes the most basic symbol of Christian 
worship.” But even before we arrive at church, the first act of worship is 
the act of going to church. “Going to church” is what “churchgoers” have to 
do on Sundays in order to be present at worship. But this is not a perfunc- 
tory act or merely a prerequisite for assembly; it has deep theological im- 
port. Churchgoers are beginning a journey, on the road, as Schmemann puts 
it, “to be transformed into the Church of God.” They are leaving this world 
to enter the kingdom of God. The day itself is different. They leave behind 
their daily work routine; they take a different route: the road to church, or 
more accurately, the road to becoming church. It is the Lord’s day, a day 
that belongs to the Lord (dominicus). It is also the Eighth Day, the eschato- 
logical Day of the Lord. The Old Testament prophets spoke of the coming 
“day of the LORD” as a day of judgment and of restoration at the end of time. 
Sunday is the Lord’s in that sense. On this day, the people of God are jour- 
neying from the old to the new creation. 

Worship is the time to heighten and renew the eschatological tension of the 
church’s existence. The people of God are aware of going to taste the fruits 
of the new creation; in fact, as a people indwelled by the Spirit of the risen 
Christ, they are the firstfruits of new creation (cf. Rom 8:23; Jas 1:18). They are 
joining the hosts of heaven to sing praises to the One who sits on the throne 
(Rev 4). Yet the fact that they are engaged in this gathering on one day of the 
week is a sign that the heavenly worship is still only partially realized. In the 
anaphora, the church is lifted up to heaven, yet it must return to the world to 
serve its Lord in the world by transforming the world into the church." The 
church cannot let down its guard; its very existence is sustained by the juxta- 
positions of rest and duty, comfort and judgment, receiving and giving, heal- 
ing from and enduring pain.” In short, it is an eschatological existence. 
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Greeting. When worshipers arrive at church, they are welcomed to the 
worship. There are different ways in which this welcoming is achieved, just 
as there are different ways of welcoming guests to one’s home. But the first 
thing to remember is that worshipers are not in church primarily to welcome 
one another, nor should it be thought that the minister is playing host to the 
congregation. They are gathered to meet God; God is, in a sense, the host, 
and we are being welcomed into his presence. This is why the greeting is 
not “How are you this morning?”—which is often heard in churches that 
seek to make the service friendly to the visitor. The appropriate greeting is 
a mutual salutation, “The Lord [or, The peace of the Lord] be with you,” and 
the congregation responds, “And also with you.” When the minister says, 
“The peace of the Lord be with you,” and the congregation responds, “And 
also with you,” they are joined together in peace. “The Salutation joins the 
”!? The state 
that defines the community that gathers in the name of Jesus to worship the 


participants in the action through the gift transmitted through it. 


triune God is peace, that is, reconciliation. If there is no reconciliation be- 
tween God and people and between people, there can be no true worship- 
ing community. 

Sometimes a call to worship consisting of an appropriate sentence from 
Scripture is added to remind the congregation why they are gathered to- 
gether. They are being constituted as the church, that is, as a corporate body 
animated by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. “Where two or three come together 
in my name, there am I with them” (Mt 18:20). 

Adoration. After the invocation, in which the minister calls on God to be 
present among his people, the people (usually standing) declare the praises 
of God with a hymn of adoration. This is an act of proclaiming who God is 
and also responding to his calling us together. The hymn should therefore 
possess objectivity. Our full attention must be on God alone. In many tradi- 
tions the Gloria in Excelsis is sung. Adoration anticipates the eternal praise 
that the church together with the whole creation renders to God in the new 
creation. God should not be seen primarily in terms of the benefits Jcan get 
from him. Unfortunately, this seems to be the accent of much “praise and 
worship” singing in “contemporary” services. God is lovely, beautiful, holy, 
powerful—/or me.” 

The most common form of adoration is the hymn of praise, but there are 
other forms of adoration coming at other points of the service, such as the 
Sanctus and Benedictus in the eucharistic prayer. They contain “nothing but 
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a reflection of God’s glory.”” It is in songs of everlasting praise that the 
praise of the church militant harmonizes with those of the heavenly hosts 
(the Preface prayer). Adoration also comes in the form of acclamations scat- 
tered throughout the liturgy, such as the Gloria Patri, Hallelujah, “Glory to 
you, Lord Christ” and “Praise to you, Lord Christ” at the beginning and end 
of the Gospel lesson. These are performative acts,” analogous to acclama- 
tions made before royalty (“Long live the king!”) or a people’s pledge of al- 
legiance to their ruler. In these acts, the church anticipates most closely the 
time when “the kingdom of this world has become the kingdom of our Lord 
and of his Christ” (Rev 11:15; cf. Rev 19:1, 3, 4, 6). The appropriate gesture 
corresponding to the shouts of acclamation is proskunesis: bowing down 
before the divine majesty (Rev 4:10; 7:11; 11:16; 19:4). The disciples of Jesus 
sometimes took this posture before their Lord (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:52). 

Confession. In the first thousand years of Christian worship, confession 
was not part of worship but came before the worship itself.” The confiteor 
came only in the eleventh century and consisted of a mutual confession by 
both priest and people.” This is “a very effective weapon against clerical- 
ism,” as Jean-Jacques von Allmen observes.” 

The order of adoration and confession is interchanged in different tradi- 
tions, reflecting different understandings of the “logic” of the divine-human 
encounter. To begin with confession may reflect an order such as Psalm 24:3- 
4: “Who may ascend the hill of the LORD? Who may stand in his holy place? 
He who has clean hands and a pure heart. . . .” This is the order found, for 
example, in the Roman missal. The penitential rites precede the Gloria. To 
begin with adoration, on the other hand, reflects the order of Isaiah 6. The 
revelation of God’s glory leads to the realization of one’s own unworthiness. 
Not surprisingly, the Reformed tradition, with its strong sense of the sover- 
eignty of God, favors this order.” Here we are confronted with the fact of our 
lostness before the holy God. The confession occurs in the presence of the 
divine majesty; it does not arise from self-discovery through self-examination 
(cf. Is 6; Job 42). The confession leaves nothing hidden before the all-seeing 
God before whom we have to give account (Heb 4:13). We acknowledge that 
sins are found “in thought, word, and deed” and are committed in all kinds 
of situations: “through negligence, through weakness, through our own de- 
liberate fault.” The Spirit who convicts the world of sin, righteousness and 
judgment (Jn 16:3) also begins judgment in the house of God (cf. 1 Pet 4:17). 
Confession is a poignant reminder that we have not yet arrived. 
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A proper theology of confession must recognize its close link with the 
profession of faith. In Scripture, homologein, to confess, is both a confession 
and a profession. That is to say, confession is not just about “bad things” in 
general that we have done. Sin is particularly in relation to the truth revealed 
in Jesus Christ: the sin that the Holy Spirit convicts the world of is specifically 
the sin of unbelief in Jesus Jn 16:8-9). This truth is embodied in the faith 
we profess, especially in the Apostles’ Creed. Brunner is right, therefore, 
when he says, “A confession of sin will be possible where there is a vital 
profession of faith.””° 

Liturgical confession must acknowledge both corporate and personal 
sins, both sins against God and sins against humanity. One of the common 
features found in the more recent mainline Protestant liturgies is the strong 
emphasis given to corporate and social sins, while awareness of personal 
and “vertical” dimensions of sin—sin against God—is somewhat muted.” 
Here the evangelical doctrine of sin as an act against God’s holiness serves 
as a necessary corrective.” Not only must confession acknowledge the “di- 
vine majesty” against which the church corporately has sinned, but it must 
also acknowledge the fact of personal sins. In the liturgy, each person is no 
longer an individual but a member of the body of Christ, and personal con- 
fession is needed as members of the body of Christ. This is because the sin 
of even one member (like Achan’s sin) affects the whole body. There is such 
a symbiotic relation between members of the same body that when one suf- 
fers, says Paul, the rest suffer as well (1 Cor 12:26). The Roman Missal ap- 
propriately captures Paul’s insights by making confession both personal and 
mutual and links the prayer of the church on earth with the intercession of 
the church universal: “I confess to almighty God, and to you, my brothers 
and sisters, that I have sinned through my own fault . . . and I ask blessed 
Mary, ever virgin, all the angels and saints, and you, my brothers and sisters, 
to pray for me to the Lord our God.”” 

Absolution. Absolution could be understood as “a condensation of the 
Gospel’ just as the Lord’s Supper is a condensation of the gospel,” since the 
words of absolution convey the good news of God’s forgiveness of sinful 
creatures. It is both for the individual and for the congregation, just as con- 
fession is both a personal and a corporate act. The cross is the basis of for- 
giveness, but the actual forgiveness comes from God’s proclamation: “Your 
sins are forgiven.” When we encounter God, we need to receive God’s word 
of forgiveness as much as we need to confess our sins. Forgiveness is a re- 
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lational concept. It is necessary that the giving of the word of forgiveness 
follow from the confession if the relationship is to be reestablished. “Abso- 
lution both acknowledges that we do right to confess our sins and takes con- 


r F : . 1 
trol of us so that we are renewed for a new beginning in Christ.” 


THE PROCLAMATION OF THE WORD 

The people of God, assembled in Jesus’ name, stand forgiven before God 
and at peace with their neighbors. They are now ready to hear the Word. 
There are a number of important characteristics about the proclamation of 
the Word that we need to consider before looking at the separate compo- 
nents. First, proclamation is more than the sermon. An essential part of the 
liturgy of the Word is the reading of Scriptures. In fact, reading should de- 
termine the subject of the sermon rather than vice versa. This will ensure 
that the sermon is truly an exposition of the gospel, since the readings them- 
selves are based on the gospel events set within the Christian calendar. Be- 
sides reading and the sermon, the Word is proclaimed in the absolution, the 
greeting and the blessing, the psalmody, and indirect forms of the Word 
such as hymns, confession of faith, doxologies and collects.” 

Second, as noted above, proclamation is a sacramental event just as the 
sacrament is a proclamation. It is human action joined with the action of the 
Spirit. In the act of proclamation, human words are united with the divine 
Word. 


This poor and wretched word of proclamation is, thanks to God’s gracious 
condescension, pervaded and permeated with God’s saving presence, which 
is materialized in His Son Jesus for all eternity. The outpoured Holy Spirit 
unites, realiter, with this human word as the epiphany of God’s incarnation- 
presence in Jesus. In this Pneuma-pervaded Word, the One who is the Bread 
of Life can Himself be received and eaten (John 6), so that, in the reception 
of this Word, Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness, Christ’s divine 
life becomes our life, Christ’s union with the Father becomes our union with 
the Father, until in the resurrection from the dead also the medium of the Word 
will be eliminated, and we shall see Him face to face and be with Him in im- 


mediate communion. 


The Word proclaimed is truly the Word of God. As the Second Helvetic 
Confession (1566) puts it, “The preaching of the word of God is the word 
of God.”™ This is the closest that Protestants get to a doctrine of transubstan- 
tiation. Human words do “become” God’s Word in the event of preaching— 
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in much the same way as Christ who was the Word “became” flesh without 
ceasing to be God. If this is so, why is it so difficult to believe that created 
things like bread and wine could “become” the body and blood of Christ in 
the event of the eucharistic celebration (without ceasing to be bread and 
wine)? Preaching and eucharistic celebration share the same logical func- 
tion. In the Protestant doctrine of preaching a kind of transubstantiation oc- 
curs. Could not the traditional doctrine of transubstantiation be understood 
in a similar way? The fact is that God uses ordinary things to convey spiritual 
blessings, even if we have no adequate explanation of how it is done. If 
evangelicals are to return to the norm of Word and sacrament in their wor- 
ship, their strong sacramental doctrine of preaching must be extended to in- 
clude the Eucharist and baptism. 

Third, the sole content of the proclamation (kerygma) in all its forms is 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel may have many different ramifications 
in and through time; that is to say, there can be many contextual theologies. 
But these theologies are true only to the extent that they are faithful to the 
apostolic witness concerning the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
There are many witnesses to the gospel (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Paul, 
Peter and others), but only one gospel.” This can be seen in the many ac- 
counts of preaching in Acts. They always revolve around Jesus’ death and 
resurrection (Acts 2:23-24; 4:10; 10:39; etc.). In fact, it was the discerning and 
consolidation of the christological content of various apostolic documents 
through the practice of liturgical reading that led eventually to the canoni- 


6 
3 The central mes- 


zation of some of these texts and the exclusion of others. 
sage of “Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 1:23) was further elaborated upon 
and eventually became more or less a fixed body of truths known as the rule 
of faith, which came to be embodied in the baptismal confession we now 
call the Apostles’ Creed. 

What this process implies is that the sermon, as the exposition of Scrip- 
ture, should not just explain isolated texts without tying them to the whole 
of Scripture, which in the understanding of the church bears witness to Jesus 
Christ. One of the problems with so-called expository preaching today is 
that texts can become isolated depending on the type of critical theory with 
which the exegete approaches the text. One can get so involved with the 
exegetical details that one loses sight of the gospel. Exposition, rather, 
should be of the text in relation to the whole; and in seeking to expound 
Scripture as a whole, the preacher must also come to terms with the dogmas 
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of the church, which are but the true ramifications of the gospel. This is why 
every preacher should be well versed in Christian doctrine and dogmatic 
theology, if he or she is to preach biblically. 

The way in which the Bible is preached and read liturgically implies that 
the Bible is to be treated as one book. As noted above, the practice of litur- 
gical reading brings the different books of the Bible together. The whole Bi- 
ble is God’s Word. This is what the church proclaims when any part of the 
Bible is read publicly: “This is the Word of God.” This unity, however, is of- 
ten undermined by a historical-critical method that treats the Bible as a mot- 
ley collection of disparate documents. While we must not minimize the rich 
contribution of the critical study of the Bible to the church’s understanding 
of the texts of Scripture, we must also recognize its limitation. The acclama- 
tion “This is the Word of God” takes us beyond a view of the Bible as merely 
a collection of historical texts. It is also a confession that the Bible is one 
book, one Word of God, the rule (canon) for faith and practice. 

The church at worship has always understood the Bible in this manner, 
and evangelicals are no exception. However, their preference for the literal 
as opposed to the typological or allegorical interpretation of Scripture shows 
that they are, at bottom, seeking after the same kind of “objective truth” that 
the critical reading of the Bible has supposedly discovered.” They hail literal 
interpretation as the great rediscovery of the sixteenth-century Reformation. 
They see this as the triumph of the Antiochene school of interpretation over 
the Alexandrian allegorical method. Two things must be said in response to 
these historical idealizations. First, the whole notion of the literal interpreta- 
tion of the school of Antioch as opposed to the allegorical school of Alex- 
andria must be questioned. Liturgical scholarship, especially the study of 
postbaptismal mystagogical instructions, has shown that there is little basis, 
if at all, for making such a distinction between the two schools.” 

Second—and this is by far the more important issue, as it has to do with 
the church’s liturgical use of Scripture—it is not the case that allegorists re- 
jected the literal meaning. Even before the birth of the historical-critical 
method, the church always believed that a literal interpretation of the Bible, 
while valid, is not adequate. Thomas Aquinas, for example, believed that 
while there is a literal-historical meaning intended by the authors, these lit- 
eral meanings are pointers to a fuller meaning intended by the Author of 
Scripture taken as a whole—God. In other words, patristic and medieval ex- 
egetes were looking for meanings that presuppose the Bible as a unified 
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book.” The unity of the Bible grows out of the church’s liturgical use based 
on its understanding that God is the final Author and Christ the chief content 
of Scripture. Jesus is its center, the fulfillment of salvation history, “the object 
and mediator of revelation.” The Bible is canonical or authoritative precisely 
in that sense. From this understanding a “spiritual exegesis” arose.” 


Spiritual exegesis, which is supposed by the whole liturgy, is an exegesis dom- 
inated by two principles. The first principle is that the Bible is the Word of 
God, not a dead word, imprisoned in the past, but a living word addressed 
immediately to the man of today taking part in the celebration of the liturgy. 
The second principle is that the Old Testament is illumined by the New, just 
as the New only discloses its profundity once it is illumined by the Old.” 


The Bible cannot be properly understood apart from the worshiping 
community, which shaped the canon through its liturgical reading and 
which in turn was shaped by the canon.” This symbiotic relationship be- 
tween the church and its Scriptures has helped the modern church to appre- 
ciate once again the value of typology and allegory.” 

Reading of Scripture. Reading is one form of proclamation of the Word 
and holds a distinctive place within the liturgy. “The apostolic witness 
whose indissoluble connection with the prophetic witness of the Old Cov- 
enant we constantly bear in mind has a right to address the congregation 


44 ; 
” In reading we 


directly without the interposition of expounding comment. 
are letting the “historical form of the church-founding Word,” that is, the ap- 
ostolic witness that brought the church into being, to become “immediately 
the present, edifying Word.” In reading we are hearing the apostolic wit- 
ness afresh. It is as if “the apostle of Jesus Christ himself appears . . . hic et 


nunc at the heart of the community, to feed it with that living Word,”** 


When the Sacred Scriptures are read in the Church, God himself speaks to his 
people, and Christ, present in his own word, proclaims the Gospel. 
Therefore we must listen with reverence to the readings from God’s word, 


for they make up an element of greatest importance in the Liturgy.” 


Reading is a communal act. The early Christians adopted the Jewish prac- 
tice of reading the Scriptures aloud in their public assembly (cf. 1 Tim 
4:13). In many churches today, several parts of the Scriptures are read, and 
between the readings of Old Testament, psalm, epistle and Gospel are ac- 
clamations and responses: “This is the Word of God,” the lector affirms, and 
the congregation responds with “Thanks be to God.” The Gospel’s central- 
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ity in the liturgy is highlighted in a number of ways. In some traditions, it is 
preceded by the procession of the Bible, a kiss of the Gospel book,” stand- 
ing up and singing the Hallelujah, followed by the proclamation “A reading 
from the Gospel according to St. [name of Gospel].” The congregation re- 
sponds with “Glory to you, O Christ!” or something similar. The Hallelujah 
is an acclamation “by which the assembly of the faithful welcomes and 
greets the Lord who is about to speak to them in the Gospel.”” Christ is truly 
alive and present among them; they are about to hear his good news, and 
so with joy they cry out, “Hallelujah!” At the end of the reading of the Gospel 
the lector proclaims, “This is the gospel of Christ,” and the congregation re- 
sponds with “Praise to you, O Christ!” The affirmations and responses un- 
derscore the truth that in reading the Bible we are not engaged in mere his- 
torical recollection. We are saying that God is speaking to us today; it is the 
Living Word that addresses us in our present condition. 

Sermon. What is said of the sacramental character of proclamation in gen- 
eral is especially true of the sermon in particular. It constitutes “a free, wit- 
nessing, pneumatic speech,” different from reading yet not divorced from 
it.” The sermon must not take a life of its own but must be consonant with 
the reading. It should clarify, explain and comment on the reading, in short, 
do whatever is necessary to make the reading of Scriptures clear. “Although 
in the readings from Sacred Scripture God’s word is addressed to all people 
of every era and is understandable to them, nevertheless, a fuller under- 
standing and a greater effectiveness of the word is fostered by a living com- 
mentary on the word, that is, the homily, as part of the liturgical action.” 
But preaching is more than exposition; it is a performative act. 


To hear the Christian story retold is not to gather new ideas about the gospel; 
it is to hear God’s speaking afresh to us, reassuring us of his covenantal faith- 
fulness. It is like a lover proclaiming to the beloved: “I love you!” When lovers 
proclaim these words they are not simply supplying information; the words 
perform a certain function: they seal a relationship; they reveal the speakers’ 


intention; they have transforming power.” 


Putting it theologically, preaching is a Spirit-inspired speech. It is Spirit 
inspired in that the Spirit is invoked in preaching, just as the Spirit is invoked 
at the Supper. It has to be a word “reborn by the Holy Spirit in the preacher.” 
A greater existential involvement is required by preaching than by reading. 
In preaching, the preacher is bearing witness to the truth he or she pro- 
claims and staking his or her life on it. “A sermon is an exposition of the 
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apostolic Word in the form of testimony.” It is the words of the apostles at- 
tested by a person as “a Word apprehended, believed, and experienced in 
its saving power.” It builds a bridge between the “there and then” of the sal- 
vation event in Jesus and the “here and now” of God’s continuing saving 
activity by the Spirit.” 

The preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ is also the preaching of the 
eschatologically oriented kingdom of God, since Jesus is the embodiment or 
“eschatological representative” of the future of history.” In him we see the 
reign of God realized: God’s will fulfilled through his obedience, culminat- 
ing in the victory of God through the cross. This is more than just the good 
news that “Jesus died for my sins.” It is not the good news of triumphalism, 
of health and wealth or cozy fellowship and self-fulfillment. Rather, it is the 
good news with the cross at its center, where the fellowship is with Jesus 
the Crucified and through him with the “least of the brethren.” 
sion of the gospel must not be lost sight of, otherwise preaching could easily 


This dimen- 


become a means to maintain the comfortable status quo. 

The Creed (Apostles? or Nicene). For thoughts on this element of worship, 
see chapter five’s section “The Creed.” 

Prayers of the people. The prayer of general intercession, as it is some- 
times called, focuses on matters that are basic to the life of the church in the 
world. Four areas of concern are usually covered: 


1. the needs of the church 

2. civil authorities and the salvation of the world 
3. those burdened by any kind of difficulty 

4, the local community” 


These concerns, as Lebon has noted, are “vast horizons, commensurate 
with the size of God’s heart.”” 
the church and the world. They give us the “big picture” but should not be 


They keep before us the perennial needs of 


diluted into generalities. They provide the framework for the church to ad- 
dress specific issues that it is currently facing locally and globally. It is the 
prayer of the entire church but is usually led by one person, with the con- 
gregation making response (Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer”) after 
each petition has been prayed. 

Care should be exercised in composing the intercessions. Two practical 
issues must be borne in mind. First, if the prayers are not taken from a 
prayer book, they are best composed beforehand, as few are capable of 
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praying extemporaneously without falling into “vain repetitions” and irritat- 
ing mannerisms in a struggle for words. Second, the intercessor must always 
bear in mind that she or he is not praying as an individual but as the repre- 
sentative of the whole community of the faithful. The intercessor is praying 
the prayer of the church. Therefore the plural “we” should be used at all 
times. Privatized worship is a persistent problem, especially in a church 
where people are accustomed to understanding worship as primarily the en- 
gagement between the individual and God. 

Sign of reconciliation and peace. Its location in the liturgy differs in dif- 
ferent traditions,” but it always occurs before the eucharistic meal and thus 
serves as a reminder that the children of God must be reconciled to one an- 
other before they can partake of the Supper. This is in keeping with the spirit 
of Matthew 5:23-24: “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and 
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift 
there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then 
come and offer your gift.” 

The Peace, as it is usually called, carries out or corporately appropriates 
what is objectively given in the mutual salutation at the beginning (see 
“Greeting”). This fact is implied in one form of the declaration before the 
exchange of peace takes place: 


Christ is our peace. 
He has reconciled us to God in one body by the cross. 
We meet in his name and share his peace.” 


Another reminds the people: 


We are the Body of Christ. 
In the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body. 
Let us then pursue all that makes for peace 


f c 62 
and builds up our common life.” 


Our baptism into the one body carries with it the responsibility to be at 
peace with one another. Appropriate gestures or signs of peace are then ex- 
changed. 


THE EUCHARIST (HOLY COMMUNION) 

I noted in chapter three that the liturgy is eucharistically oriented and that 
the essential nature of the Eucharist is summed up in two key terms: com- 
munion and sacrifice. The whole worship of the church could be said to be 
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eucharistic, since it is the Eucharist that gives the liturgy its basic direction 
and constitutes its culmination. Here I shall explore the theology underlying 
the eucharistic prayer. 

The importance of the Eucharist for the life of the church is based ulti- 
mately on the New Testament witness that it was instituted by Jesus Christ 
himself. What Jesus did on the night he was betrayed was “an institutive 


act.” 


It was probably such an understanding that accounted for the partic- 
ularly poignant way in which the disciples’ meals with Jesus were recalled: 
the incident on the Emmaus Road in which Jesus was recognized through 
the breaking of bread; the miraculous catch of fish and Jesus’ invitation to a 
meal (Jn 21:11-14); his eating a piece of broiled fish as confirmation of who 
he was (Lk 24:37-43). 

The rite of Holy Communion that the church observes is not a result of 
some historical event that eventually produces a commemorative event. It is 
not the creation of the community but the creation of Jesus Christ himself. 
He instituted it because he actualized or fulfilled the reality that the bread 
and wine symbolize. He took ordinary bread and wine and lifted them from 
ordinary use after he prayed a prayer of thanksgiving. In the same way, the 
words of institution and the epiclesis in subsequent celebrations provide the 
crucial link between ordinary bread and wine and spiritual food and drink. 

Offertory. Robert Jenson describes the offertory before the Great Thanks- 


» We offer to God the fruits of creation, and 


giving as “an audacious act. 
God makes these ordinary gifts the body and blood of Christ for us. Before 
the rise of the money economy, people would bring their gifts in kind to 
church. Parts of these would be used for the Lord’s Supper; the rest would 
be distributed to the poor. In the modern church, servers bring in the bread 


© This is an act of thanks- 


and wine as offerings of the firstfruits of creation. 
giving and symbolizes the offering up of our selves. “The offering of the 
bread and wine is a sign of what human labor has done to the gifts of God— 
making wheat into bread and grapes into wine. Thus we offer our whole 


i ease 
selves and our whole lives to him.””” 


It is therefore appropriate for the col- 
lection to be taken at this point. 

The Great Thanksgiving. It begins with the dynamic of proclamation and 
response: “The Lord be with you.” “And also with you.” I noted earlier that 
God’s presence and peace are necessary conditions for true worship to take 
place. The mutual salutation here also shows the critical importance of true 


prayer: it is the Lord’s presence among us, with the minister as well as con- 
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gregation, that makes the Great Thanksgiving Prayer possible.” 

Following the salutation, the minister calls on the people to “lift up your 
hearts” (sursum corda). The congregation responds with “We lift them up 
to the Lord.” The minister continues, “Let us give thanks to the Lord our 
God,” and the response follows: “It is right to give him thanks and praise.” 
In this dialogue the liturgical journey reaches another critical point. The sur- 
sum corda signals the church’s ascension to heaven. We could say that the 
whole Eucharist is defined by the anaphora, the lifting up to heaven, where 
the chief occupation of saints is thanksgiving and praise of God’s glorious 
grace (cf. Eph 1:6). “Eucharist (thanksgiving) is the state of perfect man. Eu- 
charist is the life of paradise. Eucharist is the only full and real response of 
man to God’s creation, redemption and gift of heaven.” 

The whole thanksgiving is addressed to the Father, and much of it con- 
sists of recalling the works of the triune God (anamnesis). The first part, 
called the Preface, recalls the Father’s works of creation of the world and 
humanity and the establishment of his covenant through the law and the 
prophets. It is so called because the works of the Father recounted here 
open “the door into the kingdom.” The kingdom has come with Christ, the 
perfect “Eucharistic being,” who renders perfect praise and thanksgiving to 
the Father by his life and work.” 


You are worthy of our thanks and praise, 

Lord God of truth, 

For by the breath of your mouth 

You have spoken your word, 

And all things have come into being. 

You fashioned us in your image 

and placed us in the garden of your delight. 

Though we chose the path of rebellion 

you would not abandon your own. 

Again and again you drew us into your covenant of grace. 
You gave your people the law and taught us by your prophets 


to look for your reign of justice, mercy and peace.” 


The Preface culminates in the Sanctus, in which the saints on earth join 
with the hosts of heaven in their unending songs of praise, “Holy, holy, holy 
...” The setting is unmistakably heaven (Is 6:3; Rev 4:8). 

The thanksgiving continues by recalling the works of Jesus Christ: his life 
and works on earth, his death, resurrection, ascension and sending the Spirit 
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at Pentecost. This anamnesis culminates with the “words of institution,” in 
which we “remember” his offering of himself for us—his body and blood as 
spiritual food. The church in response to “these your mighty acts in Jesus 
Christ” offers itself “as holy and living sacrifice, in union with Christ’s offer- 
ing for us,” and proclaims the mystery of the faith: “Christ has died, Christ is 
risen, Christ will come again.” The Eucharist “proclaims” in word and sign 
the death, resurrection and return of the Lord and thereby makes the mys- 
tery of the gospel an ever-present reality. As Brunner puts it, “By virtue of 
the proclamation-character of the Meal instituted by Jesus, the one and only 
‘establishment’ of the New Covenant becomes an ever saving presence in 
this Meal.”” 

The prayer continues for the Father to send his Spirit on the church and 
on the gifts: on the church so that it might become the perfect sacrifice, the 
body of Christ for the world, and on the gifts that they may become spiritual 
food for the church. 


Pour out your Holy Spirit as we bring before you these gifts of your creation; 
may they be for us the body and blood of your dear Son. 
As we eat and drink these holy things in your presence, form us in the like- 


ness of Christ, and build us into a living temple to your glory.” 


In Common Worship, Prayer F, the epiclesis is followed by a prayer to 
“bless the earth, heal the sick, let the oppressed go free and fill your Church 
with power from on high.” The church feeds on Christ in order that it might 
be the extension of Christ to the world. It is the firstfruits of the new creation 
and as such offers itself back to God. The goal is that through the mission 
of the church the world will be transformed into the body of Christ (“that 
we may be for the world the body of Christ”). This is why the epiclesis con- 
cludes with a prayer anticipating the coming of the new creation: “Gather 
your people from the ends of the earth to feast with . . . all your saints at 
the table in your kingdom, where the new creation is brought to perfection 
in Jesus Christ our Lord.”” 

The Great Thanksgiving prayer ends with a doxology: “By whom, and 
with whom and in whom, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all honour and 
glory be yours, almighty Father, for ever and ever” (Prayer F). The final goal 
of all creation is always the glory of God: “that God may be all in all” (cf. 
1 Cor 15:28). The prayer provides a majestic vision that takes in the triune 
God’s eternal purpose actualized in the coming of Christ and the creation of 
the church by the power of the Spirit, and finding its final perfection in the 
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new creation epitomized in the heavenly banquet. 

The Lord’s Prayer. See “The Lord’s Prayer” section in chapter five. 

Breaking of bread. At the breaking of bread the minister declares, “We 
break this bread to share in the body of Christ.” The congregation responds, 
“Though we are many we are one body, because we all share in one 
bread.”” In the Eucharist the church manifests its essential being as the one 
body of Christ. The sharing of one bread and cup is a poignant way of man- 
ifesting its unity. The early Christians maintained the sense of unity of the 
church by gathering at one place in each town, and even when it was nec- 
essary to have more than one congregation meeting in large cities and 
towns, each congregation would send a piece of the consecrated bread to 
other congregations in the city as a sign of their unity.” 

Invitation. “Holy things for holy people.” This is a solemn reminder that 
the Eucharist is no ordinary meal. It is consecrated, made holy, for people 
who are made holy by the power of the Holy Spirit. It is also an implicit 
warning that holy things are meant for holy people. Nonetheless it is an in- 
vitation. 

The response of God’s people is the prayer of humble access: 


We do not presume to come to this your table, O merciful Lord, trusting in our 


own righteousness, but in your manifold and great mercies.” 
Or, 


Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, 


but only say the word and I shall be healed.” 


Humility is the only appropriate attitude possible before the holy God.” 
We are not worthy, nor are we holy, but God alone can make us worthy and 
holy to receive the “holy things.””” 

Eating and drinking. Justin Martyr taught that just as ordinary food for 
which we give thanks nourishes our bodies, so the body and blood of Christ 
nourish our souls.*' But how are we to understand the relationship between 
bread and wine and body and blood? Some would insist that there is a “real” 
identification between the physical and spiritual food.” Others speak of the 
body and blood of Christ in the “form,” “sign” or “figure” of bread and 
wine.” Differences also exist over whether the “conversion” of bread and 
wine occurs by the invocation of the Holy Spirit or by recitation of the words 
of institution of Christ.“ Scripture teaches that ordinary food is consecrated 
by the Word of God and prayer (1 Tim 4:4-5).° There is therefore no reason 
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to choose between the two. Perhaps the question is not at what point the 
“change” takes place; rather, as Schmemann puts it, the more important 
point is that “the whole liturgy is sacramental, that is, one transforming act 
and one ascending movement.” *° 

Even though we do not have an answer to the how or when of the mys- 
tery of real presence, it is possible to make sense theologically of how our 
life, all creation, food and drink are ultimately linked to the body and blood 


of Christ. Schmemann has summed up their relationship beautifully: 


In this world Christ is crucified, His body broken, and His blood shed. And we 
must go out of this world, we must ascend to heaven in Christ in order to be- 
come partakers of the world to come. 

But this is not an “other” world, different from the one God has created and 
given to us. It is our same world, already perfected in Christ, but not yet in us. 
It is our same world, redeemed and restored, in which Christ “fills all things with 
Himself.” And since God has created the world as food for us and has given us 
food as means of communion with Him, of life in Him, the new food of the new 
life which we receive from God in His kingdom is Christ Himself. He is our 
bread—because from the very beginning all our hunger was a hunger for Him 
and all our bread was but a symbol of Him, a symbol that had to become reality. 

He became man and lived in this world. He ate and drank, and this means 
that the world of which he partook, the very food of our world became His 
body, His life. But His life was totally, absolutely eucharistic—all of it was trans- 
formed into communion with God and all of it ascended into heaven. And now 


He shares this glorified life with us.” 


The mystery of the eucharistic presence can be understood ultimately in 
terms of the mysteries of the incarnation in which divine nature is joined 
with human nature, of the ascension through which the creature is taken up 
into the Godhead, and of the parousia when the church will also rise bodily 
to join with all the saints in the heavenly banquet (cf. 1 Thess 4:17). These 
are the “mysteries of the faith” that we celebrate in the Eucharistic Prayer 
and affirm in the creed: Christ has died (incarnation), Christ is risen (resur- 
rection and ascension), Christ will come again (parousia). The whole liturgy 
is a celebration and an actualization of the gospel. 


THE DISMISSAL 

Benediction. The benediction spoken at the end of the service is the final 
word to the people of God before they leave their “Mount of Transfigura- 
tion” to return to the world to serve. It is pronounced on those who are in 
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via (on the way) but have had a foretaste of the blessings of the new cre- 
ation. Jesus himself pronounced his blessing on his disciples before he left 
the earth (Lk 24:50). The work of Jesus is to transmit the blessing of Abra- 
ham to the Gentiles (Acts 3:25; Rom 15:8-9); and he gives his disciples the 
power to bless Jn 14:12). The church, after feeding on Christ, returns to the 
world to bless the world with the same blessing. The words of benediction 
are not just a “wish” but a “gift”; they are not “optative” but “indicative.” 

The blessing, however, is not a magical formula.” The difference is this: 
in the benediction we are proclaiming the action of the triune God. It is 
God’s personal engagement with his people. It is the Lord who personally 
comes to bless. We are not using a formula that mechanically induces a 
blessing. We are not in charge; we do not have the power to control. The 
gift can only be received by faith, that is, in an attitude of openness to and 
humble dependence on the triune God “from whom all blessings flow.” 

Sending forth. The liturgical journey begins with Christians’ leaving the 
world and ends with a return to it. The fact that this journey into the king- 
dom of God always includes a return into the world highlights the present 
eschatological tension. We ascend the Mount of Transfiguration so that we 
may descend to face the painful reality of this world. Thus Jürgen Moltmann 
can say, “Where people begin to live in the kingdom of the Son of man, in- 
human relationships and inhuman behaviour become painfully obvious.”” 
After we have completed our journey, we know a little better what it means 
to live in this interim state. True worship heightens rather than resolves the 
tension, and this is because in the liturgy the eucharistic presence of Jesus 
through the power of the Spirit is actualized again and again, in proclama- 
tion and in eucharistic celebration.” 


CONCLUSION 

There is a rich and deep primary theology in the liturgy of Word and sacra- 
ment. But for many evangelicals who have virtually no experience of litur- 
gical worship, the primary theology needs to be explicated and reflected 
upon before it can be fully entered into. Hopefully, a study of the different 
parts of the liturgy will encourage greater active participation. 


——7] —— 


ACTIVE 
PARTICIPATION 





| eee the liturgy, the focus of the two preceding chapters, is 
a necessary step for ecclesial formation. But effective formation is more than 
understanding; it also presupposes some degree of engagement with the lit- 
urgy. One of the key phrases in the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of 
Vatican II is “active participation.”' This phrase contains many rich ramifica- 
tions, but if it is to be properly understood, it needs to be set within the 
broader context of liturgical spirituality. 


THE NATURE OF LITURGICAL SPIRITUALITY 

Liturgical spirituality has to do with the relationship between liturgy and 
Christian living. How does the liturgy form us into the body of Christ? The 
question may be approached from two perspectives. First, liturgical forma- 
tion can be considered from the perspective of what the liturgy is and does. 
Different facets of the liturgy provide resources for shaping our ecclesial life. 
Susan White, for example, speaks of six ways in which the liturgy forms the 
Christian community: (1) The prayers of the liturgy are models for and help 
shape our own personal prayers. (2) The liturgy sets the pattern for spiritual 
discipline, much like the way the culture in which we were born molds us 
through a gradual and subliminal process. (3) The liturgy provides “an arena 
for an encounter with God” that is life changing. (4) The liturgy supplies 
“signs, symbols and rituals by which to express the relationship with God.” 
(5) The liturgy challenges us to consider our relationship with the world out- 
side and forces us to consider the need for reconciliation with one another 
in the body. It reminds us of the mission of the church, especially at the end 
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of each service. (6) It is a source of sustenance in times of crisis. The prayers 
we have learned by heart in the liturgy may be what we remember when 
everything else is forgotten in times of crisis.” 

Along a similar line of thought, Richard Eyer points out how the liturgy 
brings wholeness and healing to worshipers. For example, confession-abso- 
lution releases us from guilt; liturgical prayer, by its corporateness, heals our 
loneliness and fosters true solitude.’ Further, we could examine the trans- 
forming effect of the liturgy through its exalted language, poetry and songs. 
The liturgy is a “school” using these tools to train worshipers in the way of 
Christ. 


The purpose of the liturgy is not to express our thoughts and feelings but to 
develop them, and like any good school the liturgy expands our horizon, lib- 
erating us from captivity to the moment and to the familiar. . . . Because the 
liturgy does not always express what we think or feel it has the potential to 


transform those who share in it.’ 


Theologically, we could say that the liturgy and Christian living are onto- 
logically one. The liturgy itself is the primary expression of Christian living, 
and Christian living is actualized primarily in the liturgy (see chapter two). 
In the words of Joyce Zimmerman: 


The deep, dynamic structure of liturgy is identical to the deep, dynamic struc- 
ture of Christian living. Liturgy and life are essentially related because they 
share a generic dynamic structure that gives access to an ever-deepening ex- 
perience of their common referent: the Paschal Mystery. Herein lies the key to 
our understanding of liturgical spirituality. What we celebrate in liturgy is none 
other than what we live as Christians committed to entering into the ongoing 
redemptive work of the Risen Christ. What we live is the content of what we 


celebrate. 


Liturgy and everyday Christian living “are but two expressions of the one 
gift of God’s paschal Presence to us.” If, as pointed out in chapter one, to 
be a Christian is to be in the body of Christ, then there is no Christian living 
apart from living out what is celebrated in the liturgy, since the liturgy is 
where the body of Christ is primarily manifested and actualized. The objec- 
tive celebration of the liturgy can therefore provide a way to critique our 
own inadequate Christian living. It is perhaps more in its challenges to us 
than in reinforcing positive religious feelings that true spiritual formation 
through the liturgy takes place. For if the liturgy only makes us feel good 
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and never challenges us, perhaps the liturgy is not shaping us but we are 
simply making use of it for our own ends. Keeping the critical function of 
the liturgy in view will have a significant effect on the way we approach li- 
turgical celebration, as Zimmerman points out: 


When we celebrate liturgy and experience emptiness or boredom, we might 
see this as a critique of our life. Pastorally, we generally assume there is a 
problem with the ritual itself or the way we celebrate liturgy (and often there 
is). But there is another possible explanation: If the thrust of our Christian liv- 
ing is not response to the Paschal Mystery, then no matter what we do to the 
ritual, its depth meaning will still escape us. We worship neither to be enter- 


tained nor to feel good but to be transformed into the Body of Christ.” 


In summary, liturgical spirituality begins with the fact of our being Chris- 
tians, that is, baptized into the body of Christ; and by enacting the gospel, 
that is, the paschal mystery, the liturgy constantly challenges us concerning 
the living out of our baptismal faith within the body. This challenge should 
lead to new appropriation of and a deeper penetration into the paschal mys- 
tery that the liturgy celebrates.’ All these understandings help us see what it 
is about the liturgy that makes it formative. They reveal the objective pole of 
liturgical spirituality. 

Second, liturgical spirituality can also be approached from the perspec- 
tive of the participants who perform the liturgy. This is its subjective pole.” 
Here “subjective pole” does not refer to how we might be able to make use 
of the liturgy to promote spiritual growth, such as using “praise and wor- 
ship” to induce a certain religious mood. We do not use the liturgy; rather, 
the nature of the liturgy itself must determine what the appropriate response 
should be. What worshipers do must be consistent with what the liturgy is. 

Liturgical spirituality in its fullest meaning brings the objective and sub- 
jective poles of the liturgy together. There needs to be a creative tension be- 
tween the two.” In a vibrant liturgical spirituality, the prayers of the church 
are at the same time personally appropriated and made one’s own. Here we 
could explore different modes by which the liturgy is personally appropri- 
ated. What is being aimed at is the integration of the two poles. This is 
what the liturgist W. Jardine Grisbrooke had in mind when he challenges 
Anglican ordinands to grow in ever-deepening levels of engagement with 
the liturgy until it “cuts grooves in the mind” and instead of doing the liturgy 
(and perhaps falling into activism), one engages the liturgy contemplatively 
and lets it take hold of one’s life.” Liturgical spirituality, in the view of Gris- 
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brooke, should become so definitive in the life of the priest that it makes 
any additional “private” prayer superfluous.“ When we begin to appropriate 
the prayers of the church into our life, we begin to function as a member of 
the body of Christ—that is, always in relation to others. Such a life is distin- 
guished by mutual acceptance, mission and hospitality (cf. Rom 14:1; 15:7).”” 

If liturgy is to be done at all, it has to be done well. The issue becomes 
clearer if it is put negatively. The liturgy is objectively formative and affects 
us in untold ways, sometimes despite our poor efforts. But what if, after be- 
ing in church for most of one’s life, one finds that nothing much has bap- 
pened? That discovery may be quite revelatory in itself, but such an “awak- 
ening” is more likely to result in one’s leaving rather than remaining in 
church. 

What if liturgy fails to form? This question posed by the “new ecclesiol- 
ogy” (see chapter four) needs to be addressed more fully. I mentioned ear- 
lier that the liturgy is a synergy. It is divine action working through human 
action. The indicative of God’s action needs to be joined with the imperative 
of human action. This is what it means to say that grace is both prevenient 
and concomitant, operating and cooperating. But exactly what is the human 
part in the synergy? 

The answer to this question can be formulated in two parts. One part is 
to begin with some understanding of the what and why of the liturgy. This 
is about not only the theology of the liturgy as a whole but the meaning of 
its constituent parts: What does each part of the liturgy mean? Why do we 
do what we do? Answering these questions (which I have tried to do in 
chapter six) will give us a reason to do it well. Without meaningful partici- 
pation, a liturgical practice is quickly turned into mere ritualism. An example 
may help here. A student of mine who had recently joined a Presbyterian 
church wondered about the practice of a server’s giving the bread and wine 
directly to each communicant, rather than having the bread and wine pass 
from person to person as was done in his previous church, a free church. 
The Presbyterian procedure seemed unnecessary, inefficient and time con- 
suming. But after it was explained that God’s grace must be received directly 
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and not through an intermediary, ” the student’s level of meaningful partic- 


ipation increased. 


THE NATURE OF ACTIVE PARTICIPATION 


The second part of the answer is to examine how the liturgy is to be done. 
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And this brings us to the heart of liturgical spirituality. Spirituality, in the final 
analysis, must come down to the part that we must play. Here is where “ac- 
tive participation” comes in. But what is active participation? The moment 
we try to answer the question, we are immediately confronted with issues 
that are too numerous and complex to be addressed in a single chapter. 
There are different degrees of participation.” Participation is affected by 
one’s understanding, attitude and discipline. How leaders perform affects 
the ways the congregation responds and vice versa. A ritual that is meaning- 
ful for one person may not have the same meaning or the same degree of 
meaningfulness for another. A particular mode of participation (e.g., a spon- 
taneous or unstructured form of worship) may elicit different responses 
from different persons, or from the same person at different times in his or 
her life. A liturgy that conveys a sense of sameness or a lack of variety is not 
likely to elicit active participation; on the other hand, the problem may have 
more to do with the attitude of the worshiper than with the liturgy itself. 
What for one is drab sameness may be for another welcome familiarity. The 
complexity of trying to determine what constitutes active participation 
should make us wary of simplistic solutions to the worship crisis affecting 
the church. Still, application of certain broad principles could help foster ac- 
tive participation in the liturgy. 

The Congregation for Divine Worship, in its document Redemptionis Sac- 
ramentum, has well described how active participation can be nurtured. 


For promoting and elucidating active participation, the recent renewal of the 
liturgical books according to the mind of the Council fostered acclamations of 
the people, responses, psalmody, antiphons, and canticles, as well as actions 
or movements and gestures, and called for sacred silence to be maintained at 
the proper times, while providing rubrics for the parts of the faithful as well. 
In addition, ample flexibility is given for appropriate creativity aimed at allow- 
ing each celebration to be adapted to the needs of the participants, to their 
comprehension, their interior preparation and their gifts, according to the es- 
tablished liturgical norms. In the songs, the melodies, the choice of prayers 
and readings, the giving of the homily, the preparation of the prayer of the 
faithful, the occasional explanatory remarks, and the decoration of the Church 
building according to the various seasons, there is ample possibility for intro- 
ducing into each celebration a certain variety by which the riches of the litur- 
gical tradition will also be more clearly evident, and so, in keeping with 
pastoral requirements, the celebration will be carefully imbued with those par- 


ticular features that will foster the recollection of the participants. Still, it 
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should be remembered that the power of the liturgical celebrations does not 
consist in frequently altering the rites, but in probing more deeply the word 


of God and the mystery being celebrated.”* 


The statement lays out a number of important principles. First, it recog- 
nizes that there are many parts of the liturgy that give rise to active partici- 
pation, ranging from “acclamations” to “silence.” Second, it acknowledges 
the need to adapt the liturgy to a congregation’s needs, comprehension, in- 
terior preparation and gifts. In other words, active participation is possible 
if the people understand what is going on, are inwardly prepared and are 
able to use their gifts in the worship service. Third, it sees a variety of ex- 
pressions (songs, melodies, prayers, readings, homily, intercession and 
church decorations) as opportunities for fostering the “recollection of the 
participants.” At the same time, fourth, there must also be stability if the con- 
gregation is to probe “more deeply the word of God and the mystery being 
celebrated.” The last two principles suggest the need to juxtapose the old 
and the new in a vibrant liturgy. I will have occasion to comment on some 
of these principles later. 

Leaders and people. The first condition for active participation is to recog- 
nize that the liturgical assembly is constituted by the gathering of the church 
consisting of leaders and people.” Worship necessarily involves a dualism or, 
to use Gordon W. Lathrop’s favored term, a “juxtaposition”: those who stand 
to proclaim in persona Christi and those who respond to the proclamation. 
Leaders and people participate actively in their different roles and capacities. 
What leaders and people do correspond to the essential revelation-response 
dynamic of worship.” The work of proclaiming the Word, broadly under- 
stood, and the work of responding to the Word are necessary to one another. 
In the liturgical assembly one is not complete without the other. We may even 
go further and say that the relationship involves mutual dependence. There is 
no church without the interplay of leaders and people.” This mutuality is well 
expressed in an eighth-century liturgical document explaining the role of the 
bishop in the assembly: “The bishop addressing the people, blesses them, say- 
ing: ‘The Lord be with you always.’ The blessing is returned, ‘And with your 
spirit.’ He receives a blessing from the mouths of all the people so that he may 
be more worthy to bless them in return.”” 

Active participation, then, is the responsibility of both leader and people. 
There needs to be as much active participation on the part of the minister 
who declares, “The peace of the Lord be always with you,” as on the part 


Active Participation 153 


of the congregation that responds, “And also with you.” The preacher who 
proclaims the Word engagingly is more likely to be met with an equally en- 
gaging response from the people. 

Redemptionis Sacramentum, following Constitutions on the Sacred Lit- 
urgy, recognizes that there are in fact many opportunities within the liturgy 
for active participation of the people: “acclamations, . . . responses, psalm- 
ody, antiphons, . . . canticles, .. . movements and gestures, and. . . silence.” 
“The acclamations and responses of the faithful to the priest’s greetings and 
prayers constitute that level of active participation that the gathered faithful 
are to contribute to every form of the Mass, so that the action of the entire 
community may be clearly expressed and fostered.”” 

One of the most frequently heard complaints in Protestant churches is 
that leaders do all the “real” work while the people are reduced to passive 
observers. Worship looks that way because of the way services are struc- 
tured in most free churches. There are actually not many possibilities of vari- 
ation in a typical Sunday service if the main focus is the preaching of the 
Word; modern liturgical worship actually allows for far more congregational 
expressions and in many more ways.” A solution often attempted in non- 
liturgical churches is to get as many people as possible involved on the plat- 
form. But this marks a misunderstanding of the nature of participation and 
reinforces the misconception that only leaders do the real work. If worship 
manifests the dynamic of revelation-response and this dynamic is realized in 
the dialectic between ministers and people, then participation must involve 
the whole church acting in different capacities as leaders and people. There 
must be participation of those who proclaim and those who respond to the 
proclamations, and the responses constitute no less an active participation. 
“Amen,” “And also with you,” “Hallelujah!” as well as active listening, pray- 
ing with the intercessor, and receiving bread and wine—all these can be ac- 
tively engaged in when worshipers understand their place as the people of 
God in the assembly. Failure to understand this dialectic in worship is the 
reason some churches have resorted to the rock-concert model of worship, 
with the “praise and worship” component giving everyone a sense of being 
“actively involved.” What people are not aware of is that this form of partic- 
ipation may not be “active” at all, especially when a certain type of music is 
being used as a tool for subtle manipulation.” 

The nature of the liturgy as revelation-response and as a dynamic act in- 
volving leader and people in their different roles implies that active partici- 
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pation is a cooperative act in the way Alasdair MacIntyre understands it.” 
Just as “goods” intrinsic to the community are formed and extended through 
cooperative practices, a corporate spirituality emerges through cooperative 
participation in the liturgy. Both leaders and people need to play their re- 
spective parts well. Although God may still bless despite poor execution of 
the liturgy (since grace sometimes comes to us preveniently, sine nobis), that 
should not be an excuse for detached performance and halfhearted partici- 
pation. If synergy is the normal way of God’s working, then we may expect 
God to work in a liturgical assembly where all are fully engaged in their re- 
spective roles as ministers and congregants. 

Doing it well. Active participation also means that the way things are done 
is just as important as what is being done. Our participation must be in a man- 
ner that is consistent with the dynamic nature of the liturgy itself. Doing the 
liturgy is not a matter of dutifully carrying out a set of instructions in red (the 
rubric); it is more like acting out a drama. The language of the liturgy is not the 
language of scientific description or a do-it-yourself manual. It addresses God 
directly; it declares, exclaims and proclaims. As Robert Jenson aptly states: 


Insofar as the gospel is a verbal event, it is fundamentally by the motion of its 
utterance, by clear and springing rhythm, lifting music, precise rhetoric, that 
we are specifically grasped by the Spirit. What we mostly can speak about is 
the world that is. It is by the ways in which speech itself moves that the es- 


chatological tension of what is with what is not yet comes to utterance.” 


The reality is, in a sense, carried by the language of the liturgy. There is 
power in the spoken word and in the gestures and movements,” but if we 
do the liturgy poorly, whether in speech, gestures and movements, we un- 
dermine our belief in the power of the liturgy to form and transform us. Jen- 
son warns: 


If the language of our gospel-address is broken and unnatural in its speech 
rhythms, if we read texts that set us glumly aback just as we are well launched 
into declamation, if “free” prayer simply means clumsy and repetitious prayer, 
this is not merely an aesthetic misfortune; it is quenching of the Spirit. If music 
provides no way for the congregation to move singingly together, it is quench- 
ing the Spirit. If our speech has no grandeur, it is quenching of the Spirit.” 


Dietrich Bonhoeffer suggests that the public reading of Scripture should 
be done the way one would read to others a letter from a friend. 


I would not read the letter as though I had written it myself. The distance be- 
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tween us would be clearly apparent as it was read. And yet I would also be 
unable to read the letter of my friend to others as if it were of no concern to 
me. I would read it with personal interest and regard. Proper reading of Scrip- 
ture is not a technical exercise that can be learned; it is something that grows 
or diminishes according to one’s own spiritual frame of mind. The crude, pon- 
derous rendition of the Bible by many a Christian grown old in experience 


often far surpasses the most highly polished reading of a minister.” 


Disciplined participation. For the liturgy to be done well, certain disci- 
plines are needed. General Instruction of the Roman Missal instructs that 
texts should “be spoken in a loud and clear voice” and in a manner suited 
to the dynamics of the liturgy. 


In texts that are to be spoken in a loud and clear voice, whether by the priest 
or the deacon, or by the lector, or by all, the tone of voice should correspond 
to the genre of the text itself, that is, depending upon whether it is a reading, 
a prayer, a commentary, an acclamation, or a sung text; the tone should also 
be suited to the form of celebration and to the solemnity of the gathering. Con- 
sideration should also be given to the idiom of different languages and the cul- 
ture of different peoples.” 


It is not just the leaders who are to participate actively; the role of the 
responders is no less critical. General Instruction of the Roman Missal in- 
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structs responders to “listen with attention.” Attentiveness means that 


“mind and voice must be in harmony,” thus demonstrating “intent on coop- 


”°> Attentiveness is one of many disciplines needed 


erating with God’s grace. 
to foster active participation. What is acted out by the celebrant should be 
attentively observed, what is spoken should be attentively listened to. Lit- 
urgy is not something done for the people by the minister; it is done by all 
in their different capacities. Just as there is power in the spoken word, there 


is also power in attentiveness, as Philip H. Pfatteicher observes: 


If then one listens attentively to the liturgy with ears and heart and mind and 
indeed even with the eyes, one can learn new and exciting things. Doors open 
on new questions, new ideas, new insights. What seemed hopelessly obsolete 
becomes suddenly contemporary. What was familiar and dull may one day, as 
one goes through it yet again, even by rote, mechanically and unfeelingly, 
suddenly open before one’s eyes to reveal an unsuspected layer of meaning 
for that person at that moment in that person’s life. A word or phrase or image 
may suddenly attack, perhaps jumping us from behind, perhaps opening the 
mind slowly and inexorably.” 
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Besides attention, right intention and attitude are also needed. Some- 
times worshipers may not fully understand or, for various reasons, may fail 
to be attentive. But if there is good intention, the act is not entirely in vain. 
As Chrysostom wisely observes, “And even if you do not understand the 
meaning of the words, for the time being teach your mouth to say them, 
for the tongue is sanctified by the words alone whenever its says them 
with good will.”” 

Another necessary discipline is silence. It is a necessary correlate to 
sound and action. Just as there are rests in music, just as sabbath correlates 
with work in the seven-day cycle, silence within the liturgy enables every- 
one to better attend to its deeper meaning. Silence puts us in a receptive 
mode—a prerequisite to responding well. It brings us face to face with mys- 
tery, the awesomeness of God, the God who cannot be named. “Words of 
prayer and devotion bring us to the edge of eternity, and there they dissolve 


[into silence].”*° 


Silence has different functions in different parts of the lit- 
urgy. When it is done before the prayer of confession, it is meant to help 
participants recollect themselves. When observed immediately after the 
reading and preaching, it is meant for them to meditate on what was just 
read and heard.” Silence before the service is not only appropriate but a 
prerequisite for what is to come, yet in many a church it is more often en- 
joined than carried out. 

The role of music. Singing, chanting and other musical forms are other im- 
portant means of fostering active participation. Almost all cultures in the 
world have their own music; they recognize its power to transport and trans- 
form. And the liturgy at its best has the qualities of good singing. Pfatteicher 
points out a number of ways in which music teaches us about ourselves and 
the liturgy. For example, songs, like individuals, are unrepeatable and 
unique. The same song may be sung many times, but each singing is unique 
and unrepeatable, an action within a set of circumstances that cannot be ex- 
actly replicated. It renews and refreshes even though it is the same song. “A 
song has a forward-driving energy.” Once it is begun, it must go on until it 
ends. A song draws listeners not so much to listen fo the singer as to partic- 
ipate with the singer.” All these are possible if the singing is done well. 

Singing, like prayer, is not just one component of worship but a basic 
mode through which the liturgy is carried out. Certain prayers and different 
forms of proclamation, especially the reading, greeting and benediction, are 
well expressed in some musical form such as singing and chanting. Praise, 
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thanksgiving and proclamation of the wonderful works of God are better 
sung than said. The singing of the psalms, for instance, has the same theo- 
logical function as reading: the direct proclamation of the Word. But the ca- 
dence of music gives it an additional dimension. This mode has power and 
beauty exceeding those of ordinary spoken words. The early Christians un- 
derstood this very well. According to Basil, “The Holy Spirit sees how much 
difficulty mankind has in loving virtue, and how we prefer the lure of pleas- 
ure to the straight and narrow path. What does he do? He adds the grace of 
music to the truth of doctrine. Charmed by what we hear, we pluck the fruit 
of the words without realizing it.”” 

In many “contemporary” services, music is largely confined to a part of 
the service called “praise and worship” before the preaching of the Word. 
This has resulted not only in a severely limited function for singing but also 
a constricted concept of worship. Worship has come to mean only singing 
songs of praise. Both song and worship have suffered impoverishment, just 
as Word and sacrament have shrunk.“ 

Perhaps the most crucial question the modern church needs to address is 
how music helps to retell and reenact the Christian story and enhance the 
traditioning process. Much of modern Christian music in the church fails pre- 
cisely at this point. For example, music Gncluding songs and dance) can be 
an effective way of strengthening the church’s communal consciousness and 
collective memory, yet all too often in the “contemporary” service, modeled 
on the entertainment world, singing is turned into a means of individual self- 
expression. A solo or choir piece seems to be aimed at turning on the crowd 
rather than understood as an offering rendered to God on behalf of the con- 
gregation, eliciting the congregation’s participation. Again, the didactic func- 
tion of hymn singing has been recognized throughout church history,“ but 
this vital dimension of singing has been undermined by poor compositions, 
lyrics with questionable theology and words that convey largely individual- 
istic religious experiences. If music is to fulfill its intended purpose in wor- 
ship, it has to be understood as an important medium through which the 
various components of worship retell the Christian story. If singing fails to 
communicate the church’s metanarrative or to reinforce the church’s basic 
identity as the covenant people of God, then worship has fallen short of be- 
ing a “divine office.” The real reason we worship is that we are a people 
shaped by the Christian story. If this is so, can we simply entrust our worship 
to worship leaders who have no such understanding? 
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Special mention must be made of the place of psalmody. General Instruc- 
tion of the Liturgy of the Hours devotes considerable attention to the use of 
the psalms in the liturgy of the hours. The church from ancient times has 
made the psalms its own prayers because it recognizes from New Testament 
precedents that in the “full sense” (sensus plenus) they refer to Jesus Christ. 
They are truly the prayer of Jesus and also of his church.” As song, a psalm 
aims “to move the heart of those singing it or listening to it and also of those 
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accompanying it ‘on the lyre and harp. © The psalms express a wide variety 
of moods and feelings; they convey “pain and hope, the unhappiness and 
trust of people of every age and country, and sing above all of faith in God, 


* Individually we may not be able to iden- 


of revelation, and of redemption. 
tify with all of a given psalm’s moods and feelings, but we can be sure that 
somewhere in the body of Christ there are members who can. Therefore we 
pray the psalms in the spirit of Romans 12:15: “Rejoice with those who re- 
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joice; mourn with those who mourn.”” In singing the psalms, we become 
aware of being a part of the church catholic. 

If there is to be a return to liturgical worship, the Protestant churches 
probably need to return to the psalms. There was a time in the Reformed 
tradition when the only permissible singing in church was the singing of 
psalms; nowadays, however, Protestants have learned to sing everything 


else—from sacred country music to sacred rock—except the psalms! 


LITURGICAL RHYTHMS 

Methodist theologian Don E. Saliers insists that true worship should evoke 
the “senses” of awe, delight, truthfulness and hope.*° These particular senses 
(or “religious affections,” to use a phrase from Jonathan Edwards)” are signs 
of true worship. The question for liturgical spirituality is how these senses 
are evoked. 

Saliers notes that our experience of, say, awe is possible when we are 
able to connect worship with the awe we experience in daily living, such as 
when we encounter the beauty of creation, sense the vastness of the uni- 
verse, face the reality of mortality at a funeral service, experience the joy of 
a newborn baby or encounter God’s healing in a healing service.“ There are 
moments in ordinary living when we experience “signals of transcen- 


*® and these moments help us make the connection between daily 


dence, 
living and the liturgy.” 


Liturgical formation, however, should not be made to depend solely on 
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occasional experiences of transcendence. Earlier I observed in connection 
with mystagogical instruction that postmodern people have lost their sense 
of mystery, even in liminal events like marriage. For them, signals of tran- 
scendence will only get weaker and fewer. Liturgical formation therefore 
needs to be pursued systematically if it is to forge a regular pattern of liv- 
ing—what in spiritual theology is called asceticism.” 

This is not to deny that sometimes a single service may evoke a powerful 
religious affection that may decisively alter the course of one’s life. More 
often, however, the effect comes over a period of time as we participate reg- 
ularly in the liturgy. This is not unlike our experience of eating. Many of us 
have experienced the immediate satisfaction of an exceptionally good meal, 
while having to struggle through the regimen of a healthy diet with no ap- 
parent effect. Yet it is the regular practice of a balanced diet that will bring 
long-term benefits. The same could be said of worship. To use a different 
analogy, “liturgy and liturgical change is like reforestation: we do not im- 
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mediately gather profit.” The kind of worship that gives worshipers an 
immediate “high” may not even be good for their spiritual development in 
the long term; what truly forms worshipers is regular attendance in a church 
that practices a normative liturgy. This patterned way of living reveals an- 
other feature of active participation: to participate actively in the liturgy is to 
become so involved that we are absorbed into its rhythm. Liturgical rhythm 
is a kind of music by which the truth of the gospel is inculcated over time. 

The rhythm of the liturgy comes through in many ways. Gestures and 
movements, silence and music are all part of a larger pattern and serve to 
enhance the worshipers’ involvement. As General Instruction of the Roman 
Missal observes, gestures and movements “ought to contribute to making 
the entire celebration resplendent with beauty and noble simplicity, so that 
the true and full meaning of the different parts of the celebration is evident 
and that the participation of all is fostered.” For example, a “common pos- 
ture .. . is a sign of the unity of the member of the Christian community” 
which “both expresses and fosters the intention and spiritual attitude of the 
participants.” 

Liturgical rhythm is also found in the way the worship service is com- 
posed. There are two basic components, the fixed or “ordinary” elements, 
like the Lord’s Prayer, creed and offering, and the “propers,” which vary 
from day to day and week to week (readings, hymns, prayers for various 
occasions, sermon and others). “Ordinaries” anchor us in the familiar, while 
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“propers” direct us to the new. The whole liturgy with its interplay of fixed 
and variable elements may be compared to play. The nature of play is that 
it consists of neither purely predictable nor purely random movements. 
Within play, the rules of the game are strictly observed, yet there is an infi- 
nite number of moves, and this makes each game different and exciting. 

The rhythm of worship is what maintains the spirituality of the liturgy. 
Rhythm not only occurs within the liturgy; the liturgy itself is set within a 
daily and weekly rhythm in which catechizing, baptizing, confirming, hear- 
ing, praying, eating and drinking are all maintained within the larger pattern 
of the Christian calendar. It is a repetitive process, yet not a mere repetition: 
it is a journey toward an intended end, the telos.” 

Rhythm of daily prayers: Liturgy of the hours. The early Christians’ obser- 
vance of daily prayer was no doubt prompted by the injunctions of Jesus 
and the apostles to engage in unceasing prayer (Lk 18:1; 1 Thess 5:17; Heb 
13:15). According to Acts 2:42, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” They 
probably followed Jewish practices of praying at certain times of the day (cf. 
Acts 3:1; 10:9; 16:25).” There are also numerous references to their praying 
in “one accord” (Acts 1:14; 4:24; 12:5, 12). These two characteristics—fixed 
times and corporate prayer—gave rise to the “liturgy of the hours,” whose 
aim was to “sanctify the day and the whole range of human activity.” 

Although early Christian communities probably did not have a fixed num- 
ber of times of daily prayer, nor a universally accepted format,” one of the 
most widely accepted patterns of daily prayer used by Christians today in- 
volves morning and evening prayers. They are “the two hinges on which the 
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daily Office turns.””” This twofold pattern is very much tied to the natural 
cycle of the day. In ancient societies, much of life was governed by the daily 
rising and setting of the sun. Work and rest, waking and sleeping were or- 
ganized around this pattern. 

The invention of electricity has changed all that. We no longer depend 
on natural light for our work. In modern cities it is sometimes difficult to tell 
day from night. Life seems to go on endlessly, without rest, without sleep. 
For people involved in the round-the-clock service industries, working in 
any of three shifts, morning and evening no longer govern their way of life. 
Yet the basic alternation between work and rest, waking and sleeping serves 
as a reminder of a life that was once intimately connected with nature, with 
the evening-morning rhythm of creation (Gen 1). Modern people may seem 
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to have transcended nature, but they still need the work-rest, waking-sleep- 
ing cycle and so have not entirely left behind the creation rhythm.” 
Evangelical Christians are no exception when it comes to daily prayers. 
The “quiet time” is considered essential to nurturing the Christian life. Un- 
fortunately, there is a tendency to treat daily prayers as “private devotions,” 
divorced from the corporate prayer of the church, although this was not the 
case in the past.” Daily prayers need to be theologically informed if they are 
to be spiritually sustaining. They were originally part and parcel of the 


church’s liturgical life.” 


We are spiritually nourished by being in the 
church—a branch of the vine, a member of the body. To divorce private 
prayer from liturgical prayer is to cut the branch from the vine. We need to 
see our own quiet times as joined with the corporate prayer of the church.” 
They are not just “my private prayers” but belong to the whole church. 


Ultimately they are effectual because they are the prayers of Christ. 


Christ Jesus, high priest of the new and eternal covenant, taking human na- 
ture, introduced into this earthly exile that hymn which is sung throughout all 
ages in the halls of heaven. He joins the entire community of mankind to Him- 
self, associating it with His own singing of this canticle of divine praise. 

For He continues His priestly work through the agency of His Church, 
which is ceaselessly engaged in praising the Lord and interceding for the sal- 
vation of the whole world. This she does not only by celebrating the Eucharist, 


but also in other ways, especially by praying the divine office.” 


The church at prayer is praying “the very prayer which Christ Himself, 
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together with His body, addresses to the Father. í We must never lose sight 
of this basic theological fact; otherwise prayer becomes privatized and iso- 
lated from corporate life in Christ. 

Personal devotional habits, then, should be understood as a necessary 
preparation for better participation in common prayer. Lack of preparation 
before coming to the assembly is one major reason the liturgy is not done 
well. I noted in the last chapter that for more than a millennium, confession 
was not part of public worship, and that is because it was regarded as a 
preparation for worship—what believers should be doing before coming to 
church. Daily prayers are meant to better prepare people to “realize the 
church” on Sunday. Redemptionis Sacramentum notes that various devo- 
tional habits are “extremely helpful” for liturgical worship: 


For encouraging, promoting and nourishing this interior understanding of li- 


turgical participation, the continuous and widespread celebration of the Lit- 
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urgy of the Hours, the use of the sacramentals and exercises of Christian 
popular piety are extremely helpful. These latter exercises—which “while not 
belonging to the Liturgy in the strict sense, possess nonetheless a particular 
importance and dignity’—are to be regarded as having a certain connection 
with the liturgical context. . . . Furthermore, since these practices of piety lead 
the Christian people both to the reception of the sacraments—especially the 
Eucharist—and “to meditation on the mysteries of our Redemption and the im- 
itation of the excellent heavenly examples of the Saints, they are therefore not 


without salutary effects for our participation in liturgical worship.”” 


The liturgy of the hours, consisting mostly of praise, intercessions and the 
Word, helps to orient the Christian’s daily living toward God by highlighting 
its essentially eschatological nature. It reminds Christians that they are on a 
journey rather than merely engaged in a repetitive ritual. It brings together 
the paradoxical themes of resurrection and death, hope and perils, joy and 
repentance. In morning prayer (Lauds), the main focus is the resurrection of 
Christ. The new day begins with hope and praise. 


Leader: O Lord, open our lips, 


People: And our mouth shall proclaim your praise.” 


Then the Venite (Ps 95) or Jubilate (Ps 100) is chanted. The Scripture les- 
sons for the day are read, followed by the Gospel canticle: the Benedictus 
(the Song of Zechariah, Lk 1:68-79) or the Magnificat (Song of Mary, Lk 1:46- 
55). The last part of morning prayer consists of prayers of intercession or 
“suffrages” (Latin suffragium, prayer of intercession) and a collect, the best 
known of which is probably the collect for grace: 


Almighty and everlasting Father, we thank you that you have brought us safely 
to the beginning of this day. Keep us from falling into sin or running into dan- 
ger; order us in all our doings; and guide us to do always what is right in your 


eyes; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” 


While morning prayer looks forward with renewed hope, evening prayer 
(Vespers) is a time for solemn recollection, repentance and committing one- 
self to God’s care. A traditional invitatory sets the mood of evening prayer: 


Leader: O God, make speed to save us. 
People: O Lord, make haste to help us.“ 


If morning prayer focuses on hope and new life, evening prayer focuses 
on the hope that belongs to the Christian at the end of life. It is not about 
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darkness and death per se, but about light that has come into the darkness. 
Thus it is called the service of light (Lucernarium). In ancient evening 
prayers, an important feature was the lighting of lamps or candles symbol- 
izing the coming of light to dispel darkness, a theme going back to creation 
(Gen 1:1) and the new creation (cf. Jn 1:5). And as the lamps are lighted, 
the ancient song “O Gladsome Light” (Phos Hilaron) was sung: 


O gracious Light, 
pure brightness of the everlasting Father in heaven, 
O Jesus Christ, holy and blessed! 


Now as we come to the setting of the sun, 
and our eyes behold the vesper light, 
we sing your praises, O God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 


You are worthy at all times to be praised by happy voices, 
O Son of God, O Giver of life, 
and to be glorified through all the worlds. 


69 


, a , Ba as + D0 
The hymn is an “occasional meditation.” 


The fading of natural light and 
the kindling of lamps bring to mind the coming of Christ, the light of the 
world (Jn 8:12), who reflects the glory of the Father (cf. Heb 1:3) and is even 
now dispelling the darkness, prompting a response of praise to the holy 
Trinity “by happy voices.” 

It should be noted that in the Jewish reckoning the day begins at sunset, 
and so the evening is also a time when we look forward to a new day even 
as the world is being enfolded in darkness. Appropriately, one of the Gospel 
canticles for evening prayer is the Song of Simeon (Nunc Dimittis): “Lord, 
now let your servant go in peace . . .” Simeon was ready to depart because 
“my own eyes have seen the salvation which you have prepared in the sight 


of every people.”” As one of the collects that ends evening prayer shows, 
there are “perils and dangers” as night comes, but the Light has come to 


“lighten our darkness”: 


Lighten our darkness, 

Lord, we pray; 

and in your mercy defend us 

from all perils and dangers of this night, 
for the love of your only Son, 


. : 72 
our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen. 


As we enter deeply into the rhythm of morning and evening prayer, we are 
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reminded that the Christian life is not governed by the vicissitudes of optimism 
or pessimism that characterize the way of this world. Rather, Christian life is 
lived in hope in the midst of death. The morning and evening cycle furnishes 
the appropriate symbols of death and rebirth, but the basis of this perspective 
of life is the historic death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Rhythm of the Christian calendar. The Christian calendar is variously 
called the church year, the church calendar and the liturgical year. Its ori- 
gins in the Northern Hemisphere explain its close correspondence with the 
natural seasons. Easter coincides with spring, a time that sees nature re- 
newed. For Christians in the tropics, however, this association with the cy- 
cle of nature is not so obvious; for them it is primarily a journey or pil- 
grimage tied to the gospel events. The gospel is the central focus of the 
Christian calendar, as the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy explains: 
“Within the cycle of a year... [the church] unfolds the whole mystery of 
Christ, not only from His incarnation and birth until His ascension, but also 
as reflected in the day of Pentecost, and the expectation of a blessed, 
hoped-for return of the Lord.””” 

Originally, the calendar was anchored on the three main feasts of 
Epiphany, Pascha or Easter, and Pentecost, but by the fourth century other 
events were being distinguished within these main feasts. Easter, for ex- 
ample, came to encompass several events in Holy Week leading up to Eas- 
ter Sunday. Seasons of preparation, such Advent before Christmas and Lent 
before Easter, were added. Thus what we have today is a cycle of feasts 
beginning with Advent (the coming of Christ) and culminating in Easter 
(the resurrection of Christ), with Pentecost concluding the Easter season 
seven weeks later.“ Between Pentecost and the next Advent is a long pe- 
riod called “ordinary time.”” This is the time of the church, the time in 
which the church is to live out its calling in the world, fulfilling the mission 
of God until the next season of Advent and Christmas, which “functions as 
the proclamation of the parousia.””° 

In the liturgical year the church rehearses and actualizes the gospel story, 
which is the history of the triune God in the church. When we order our lives 
around the church year, we ensure that no part of the gospel goes missing 
and that we are furthering the gospel story until the parousia, since the church 
is part of that story.” Because it is the gospel that is being enacted, it offers a 
complete set of themes for Christian living: we died and are buried with 
Christ; we are raised with him to life; we are filled with his Spirit, we advance 
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the mission of God by the power of the Spirit; and we await Christ’s return. 
This cycle helps us discover what is really important: the great events of God’s 
mighty acts in Christ that we proclaim and for which we give thanks in our 
worship. The church that observes the church year and the lectionary that 
goes along with it is less likely to find itself a victim of the urgent or the fash- 
ionable. (Although it should be added that it does not always guarantee that 
preaching will be gospel-centered as texts could still be hijacked to serve 
ideological interests, as often happens in liberal Protestant churches.) 

The daily, weekly and yearly cycles bear an integral relationship to each 
other. The liturgy of the hours reinforces and prepares for the Sunday lit- 
urgy.” At the same time, the liturgical year provides a framework in which 
the weekly liturgy is given its distinctive shape and meaning. Each Sunday 
liturgy is not merely a repetition of the same ritual but is shaped by the par- 
ticular time of the church year in the lectionary and “propers,” so that the 
church is made aware of its eschatological journey. The eschatological ten- 
sion of “already and not yet” is evident also in the daily and weekly cycles.” 
But in the church year it is especially highlighted in the two high points con- 
sisting of the two cycles of feasts (Epiphany and Easter) and one low point 
of “ordinary time.” According to Zimmerman, while we experience the 
rhythm of ebb and flow in the daily (day and night) and weekly (weekdays 
and Sunday) cycles, it is in the ebb and flow of the yearly cycle that this 
tension is felt most acutely. This is because in the church year each gospel 
event and the interplay between festive and ordinary time are sufficiently 
distanced from each other to be given their distinct foci.” 


LITURGICAL PROFICIENCY 

Real formation is going on when we are no longer consciously figuring out 
what the liturgy means but are fully attentive to it. This is active participation 
in the fullest sense. We are most fully participating and letting the liturgy 
form us when we are not consciously thinking about the liturgy, just as we 
are driving most proficiently when we are not thinking about driving. It is 
like art appreciation. We are truly appreciating a work of art when we let it 
communicate to us rather than have its “meaning” explained to us. Of course 
it needs to be said that some reflection or explanation of the liturgy may 
help to make the initial contact with the liturgy less stressful. This is partic- 
ularly the case for Christians who wish to find out for themselves what litur- 
gical worship is like—just as learning from an art critic might provide a use- 
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ful introduction to art appreciation. In the early church, this reflection/ 
explanation was done through the catechumenate. But to be fully formed 
by the liturgy, one needs to go beyond words and explanations and enter 
imaginatively into it by articulating its language, listening to its music, and 
acting out its signs, gestures and movements. Anamnésis, the act of remem- 
bering so central to the Eucharist, is an act of the imagination. 

In a world where truth is measured in terms of engineering precision, 
churchgoers are not likely to be greatly endowed with the gift of imagina- 
tion. Perhaps, as Henry Horn suggests, they need to learn from preliterate 
cultures how to appreciate concrete symbols once again.” Above all, they 
need to learn the language of the liturgy and not be too quick to dismiss it 
when it cannot be readily understood.” In worship we make the discovery 
that the truth we encounter is not an abstract thought to be analyzed but a 
living Person. This process takes time and patience, just as getting to know 
a person requires much patience and sacrifice. It is liturgical worship with 
its carefully crafted language, sights, sounds and movements that could best 
assist us in that personal encounter. 


CONCLUSION 

In the postmodern world the church has to struggle with the fact that it is 
only one of many communities that Christians inhabit, and for many church- 
goers it is not even one of the more significant ones. How is the church to 
regain its position as a community whose way of life has a decisive bearing 
on individual Christians? This is probably the greatest challenge facing the 
church in the twenty-first century. I have argued for the need of a clear theo- 
logical understanding of what the church is, and this understanding needs 
to be coupled with a strong liturgical practice as the foundation of all other 
ecclesial practices. But we should have no illusions about achieving quick 
success if this line of approach is followed. Forming such a community is 
going to be slow and painstaking. 

The temptation is to seek quick results and look for ways to market the 
church as a more attractive option among a plethora of options. But if truth 
and integrity are the hallmarks of the church whose Head is the Truth, then 
we have to do what is necessary with perseverance and excellence and 
leave the results to God (1 Cor 3:7). This requires a certain spiritual attitude 
to sustain the conviction that the God who calls out a people for himself will 
ultimately bring such a community into being. 
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